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Abstract 
In July 1980 the New Hebrides gained independence from Britain and 
France, transforming the archipelago of 80 islands into Vanuatu, meaning ‘land 
eternal’ (Miles 1998, 8), a poetic symbol of the struggle to overcome the impacts of 
dual colonial rule. Restrictions set by colonial administrators during the 
condominium still exist today, reflected in the privileged lifestyle of expatriates and 
their ‘employer’ status over ni-Vanuatu peoples. Despite a sizable body of creative 
work examining the impact of European imperialism throughout the world, there is a 
dearth of literature set in Vanuatu that examines the effect and legacy of imperialism 
in contemporary society. This thesis will investigate how creative practice as 
research can respond to the postcolonial questions that arise from the representation 
of ni-Vanuatu people. Through practice-led research, I will examine how expatriate 
memoir contends with the position of privilege from which it is necessarily written. 
This entails a memoir set in Port Vila over the year 2005, during a period of my 
father’s illness of Motor Neuron Disease and his care by ni-Vanuatu nurses.  
I will approach the research from the perspective of ethnographic and auto-
ethnographic theory in order to gain an understanding of attitudes present in 
Vanuatu. The accompanying exegesis will include a contextual analysis of existing 
literature set in Vanuatu, which will uncover the tropes common to creative work 
written from a white perspective. This process will inform the creative practice and 
its aim of representing ni-Vanuatu characters with due cultural sensitivity. As an 
Australian who has lived in Vanuatu, I see the act of writing this memoir as an 
opportunity to contend with the reality of post-colonialism and the inherited, 
problematic nature of my relationships with ni-Vanuatu people, particularly domestic 
staff. It is an uncomfortable realisation to know that my daily interactions with 
people I cared deeply about were dictated by historic events and the colour of our 
respective skins. It is through contextual research, ethnographic methods and a 
practice-led approach, which will allow me to write a narrative that demonstrates 
overt postcolonial awareness. Through this hybrid methodology, I aim to 
problematise the persisting and damaging tropes present in literature set in Vanuatu, 
which is dominated by white perspectives and insensitive stereotypes, and to 
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challenge such stereotypes by addressing them through a creative practice informed 
by postcolonial theory. The success of my thesis lies in its attempt to consciously 
adopt a postcolonial awareness, as this is the first step to sensitive representation.  
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Chapter 1:!Introduction 
The introduction chapter will outline the background (section 1.1), context 
(section 1.2) and purpose (section 1.3) of the project. Section 1.4 will detail the 
significance, scope and definitions relevant to this study. Finally, section 1.5 will 
examine key elements of Vanuatu’s history in order to provide an understanding of 
Vanuatu’s colonial and postcolonial experiences.  
1.1! BACKGROUND  
This practice-led Master of Fine Arts in the field of creative writing will 
explore the nature of postcolonial life in the South Pacific island Republic of 
Vanuatu, through a reflective memoir of grief and place. I aim to explore the 
privileges of the expatriate lifestyle in Port Vila through my own narrative, which 
contends with the complex relationships I had with the ni-Vanuatu nurses and 
domestic worker who cared for my father during his illness. This accompanying 
exegesis will survey significant creative works set in Vanuatu in order to examine 
how ni-Vanuatu people have been represented historically. Through both my creative 
work and my discourse-focused examination of literature, I aim to identify and 
interrogate the tropes that exist in this body of work. The central findings of this 
thesis show the importance of authorial discomfort when writing a postcolonial text 
from the position of privilege.  
The memoir follows the year 2005, when my family moved to Vanuatu in 
order to better care for my father who was four years into a fatal diagnosis of Motor 
Neuron Disease (MND). During this time, we were surrounded by ni-Vanuatu carers, 
nurses and domestic workers, whom were highly supportive and critical to the care 
of my father and our family in our daily life. It was the personal significance of this 
year and my father’s illness which initially motivated me to write this memoir. 
However, once I began writing, I felt a growing realisation of the underlying racial 
factors in Vanuatu that defined many of the relationships I shared with ni-Vanuatu 
people; this realisation helped to develop the premise and research question of the 
contextual exegesis. Vanuatu is a place where race and class divides are entrenched 
in society, resulting in huge inequalities that cannot be overlooked. I believe that 
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neo-colonial dominance in Vanuatu is most clearly displayed in the relationships 
between expatriate employers and domestic staff – the same such workers who were 
integral to our family life in Vanuatu. Therefore, the exegesis will focus on the 
discourse of representation of ni-Vanuatu people, particularly domestic workers.  
1.2! CONTEXT 
A central question within postcolonial discourse theory, and my own research 
endeavours, has been raised by theorist Edward Said, who asks, “how can one study 
other cultures and peoples from a libertarian, or a non-repressive and non-
manipulative perspective?” (1995, 24). In short, I cannot step away from my own 
unconscious bias regarding the experiences I’ve had as a privileged expatriate child 
living in Vanuatu and now, as a white Australian woman, I am hyper-aware of the 
difficulties I face in accurately representing ni-Vanuatu people. I have contextualised 
this difficulty within the exegetical essay by investigating the ethics of indigenous 
representation and I contend with these concepts throughout the creative work.  
A key text on the ethics of indigenous representation is Marcia Langton’s essay 
for the Australian Film Commission on the politics and aesthetics of film making by 
and about Aboriginal People and Things, titled, “Well, I heard it on the radio, and 
saw it on the television” (1993). Here, Langton elucidates that it would be impossible 
to decolonise the world’s thinking; however, she questions whether authors, across a 
range of platforms, can use different textual representations to challenge colonial 
hegemony. According to Langton, a key condition in developing a sensitive 
representation, “would include a knowledge of a sensibility towards Aboriginal 
cultural values” (Australian Film Commission 1993, 84), which can be achieved by 
engaging in a “self-conscious dialogue [that] does not mystify ‘race’ and other 
ideological concepts” (Australian Film Commission 1993, 83). For the purpose of 
this study, I will define such a sensitive approach as engaging in a ‘self-conscious 
dialogue,’ which can be achieved through ethnographic inquiry and a postcolonial 
awareness in creative practice. Attempting to understand my own discomfort more 
closely, or as Hamilton puts it, having a “positive awareness of the way colonial 
representation has shaped, and misshaped reality, for coloniser and colonised” 
(Hamilton quoted in Langton and Australian Film Commission 1993, 5), is crucial in 
order to attempt creating an accurate and respectful representation.  
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1.3! PURPOSE  
The overarching research question of this thesis is as follows: how can 
Australian travel writing, and expatriate memoir in particular, represent and respond 
sensitively to Pacific cultures, and how can it contend with the community of ni-
Vanuatu peoples working as domestic staff for Australian households in Port Vila? 
Richard Dyer declared in his text, White, that in colonial and neo-colonial 
settings whiteness becomes “a passport to privilege” (1997, 44). The context of my 
memoir goes beyond my own family life, and must address the impacts and 
relationships derived from privilege. The complicated nature of the experiences I 
want to write about, the concerns I have about the ethics of representation, and my 
growing awareness of the body of postcolonial theory have all complicated my 
understanding of the relationships with ni-Vanuatu women that developed during my 
childhood. Representing these relationships in my memoir was a stumbling block, 
which encouraged me to read the body of literature set in Vanuatu, of which there is 
very little – which is perhaps understandable, considering Vanuatu’s small 
population of 280,000 people (Vanuatu National Statistics Office (VNSO) 2016). My 
analysis of these creative works suggests there are few existing models that identify 
how to appropriately write about these encounters, particularly considering there is a 
dearth of domestic workers represented. Therefore, my creative text becomes a 
valuable cultural and social instrument as it aims to be a self-aware postcolonial 
narrative, which will put this aspect of expatriate life – the relationship between 
domestic workers and employers in 21st century Port Vila – at the forefront.  
1.4! SIGNIFICANCE, SCOPE AND DEFINITIONS  
In 1990, Robert Young’s postcolonial text, White Mythologies – which seeks to 
question the Western concepts of history and validity – was published (Young 1990). 
Postcolonial scholar, Bibhash Choudhury discussed the significance of White 
Mythologies, explaining how Young “brought to our notice the importance of 
responding to ‘other’ culture, not in the way the ‘West’ has configured them but by 
locating the paradigms of thought that contest structures of knowledge that have been 
considered valid” (Choudhury 2016, 202). Consequently, I will approach this textual 
analysis within the framework of discourse theory in order to identify how the body 
of knowledge surrounding ni-Vanuatu representation is built on historical mindsets 
that have been made valid by the ‘West’. McGee and Warms define discourse theory 
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as “attributing many voices to social groups and even individuals, and arguing that 
these voices are constituted socially, [therefore, this] seeks to replace the premise 
that speakers have an interior self from which they draw their intentions” (2013, 
192). This definition aligns to the Foucauldian school of thought, which questions 
how “discourse is embedded in sites of knowledge production” (McGee and Warms 
2013, 192). Discourse theory interrogates the power relationships that are evident in 
society through communication, and how these are reflected in text (Potter 2008, 
218). By using discourse theory as a framework, my postcolonial analysis will focus 
on the content of the creative work and the conditions of power that exist, ultimately 
identifying whether they reproduce or critique the Western discourse of South Pacific 
representation. By analysing a significant portion of the body of literature set in 
Vanuatu, I will also be able to determine whether newer iterations have a greater 
postcolonial awareness and sensitivity.  
Langton has identified that “Aboriginality is a field of intersubjectivity in that 
it is remade over and over again in a process of dialogue, of imagination, of 
representation and interpretation” (Australian Film Commission 1993, 33). 
Langton’s theory of intersubjectivity is salient, in regards to white representations of 
a range of peoples in varying circumstances, including those of ni-Vanuatu peoples. 
It is important to read creative work that has been produced from a white perspective 
and a ni-Vanuatu perspective to identify differences that exist in the approach to 
representing ni-Vanuatu people. Works written by ni-Vanuatu authors have been 
taken into consideration in this contextual analysis, however, I will give greater 
attention to those written from a white perspective, as my creative work will be 
responding to the representations (specifically tropes) that exist in this literature. This 
research project will be a creative piece set in 21st century Port Vila, Vanuatu, which 
aims to challenge the recurring tropes that have become a staple in creative work 
written from a white perspective. Beyond this, I aim to present ni-Vanuatu characters 
as they occur within their own cultural context.   
1.5! HISTORY OF VANUATU  
Travel writing as a genre is at risk of repeating common tropes, due to an 
author’s sense of ‘otherness’. To avoid this, an understanding of the “the impact of 
history” is required (Langton and Australian Film Commission 1993, 84). A 
knowledge of Vanuatu’s colonial history and the subsequent impacts is essential to 
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understand the dynamics between modern ni-Vanuatu peoples and expatriates in 
contemporary society.  
 
1.5.1!  Cultural Pluralism and Patriarchal Society  
It is crucial to recognise elements of traditional ni-Vanuatu culture, in order to 
understand the impacts colonialism has had on the current economic, social and 
political environment in Vanuatu. It is impossible to revert to an age of pre-contact 
cultural purity, and moreover, due to the fluidity of culture, the diverse Melanesian 
societies of Vanuatu cannot be classified as before and after the arrival of 
Westerners1. However, it is important to recognise that elements of ni-Vanuatu 
culture were considerably affected by the arrival of explorers, traders and 
missionaries. The most relevant concept to my study is ‘domestic space.’ 
Melanesian culture is traditionally patriarchal and roles within a community are 
dictated by gender (Miles 1998, 171). Melanesian men were traditionally responsible 
for activities such as hunting, fishing and building (boats and houses), whereas 
women maintained agriculture and raised children (Fischer 2002, 53-54). 
Traditionally women and men lived separately and not within nuclear family units as 
is typical in most contemporary Western cultures. As a result, Melanesian women 
lived within a hierarchy of prestige and status dependent on the roles of other 
women. This hierarchy was a source of power for women, who were subordinates to 
the men in their community, and they could leverage their own power in their 
relationships with men (Fischer 2002, 53-54). These societies were irrevocably 
altered by the colonial experience and the enforced education and values of Western 
society. “Missionaries in particular often viewed themselves as liberating Pacific 
women from oppression, while attempting to implant Western-style gender roles 
through both example and education” (Sturma 2002, 67). The essential pillar of 
support for women – the community of other women – was weakened with the 
adoption of Christian family values, specifically, the nuclear family unit.  
                                                
 
1 Please note: it is beyond the scope of this project to understand the complex cultural systems of 
Vanuatu, because they are so dynamic and fluid. Therefore, for the purpose of this discussion I will 
refer to these cultures in blanket terms of ‘traditional Melanesian culture’ or ‘ni-Vanuatu culture’. 
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1.5.2!The Colonisation of Vanuatu  
The first Westerners to record contact with the islands, were explorers, notably, 
de Quiros (Portugese) in 1606, Bouganville (French) in 1768 and Cook (English) in 
1774 (Fischer 2002, 88-89). These first explorers gave accounts of “half-naked 
savages practicing such inhumane customs as cannibalism, infanticide, and skull 
worship” (Miles 1998, 87), which would set the precedence for many tropes of the 
Pacific, including the ignoble savage and primitive cannibal. The people of Vanuatu 
were further exposed to Westerners with the arrival of whalers and sandalwood 
traders, which resulted in an influx of missionaries, from a range of Christian 
denominations. From the 1800s onwards, the process of converting the native people, 
which required the rejection of one set of beliefs and the adoption of another, began 
(Bolton 2003, 10). “For most denominations, kastom2 was negatively valued, 
associated with the ‘time of darkness’ into which the light of the gospel had now 
shone” (Bolton 2003, 11). This period has impacted strongly on contemporary 
society; as Christian values are central to the country’s national identity. For 
example, the national coat of arms states ‘Long God Yumi Stanap’, meaning ‘With 
God We Stand’ (Miles 1998, 226). With a growing number of white missionaries, 
traders and plantation owners settling throughout the islands, a joint Naval 
Commission was established in 1887 by England and France with the aim of 
safeguarding the lives and property of their subjects. The joint Naval Commission 
would set the standard for official colonisation.   
1.5.3!  Tufala Gavman 
The New Hebrides became an Anglo-French Condominium in July 1906, 
without the knowledge or consent of local people (Whyte 1990, 38). This unique 
experience of dual colonial rule locally known as the ‘tufala gavman’ (Woodward, 
Bresnihan and University of the South Pacific 2002) meant “the hybrid New 
Hebrides… faced a very different political path as the imperial powers conducted a 
terse diplomatic standoff over contradictory political aims” (Gardner and Waters 
2013, 113). The overriding nature of colonisation is well understood, however; 
Vanuatu’s colonial experience was further complicated by the tensions between the 
French and English administrations. Each administration was motivated by its own 
                                                
 
2 Kastom is the blanket Bislama term to refer to traditional ‘customs’ 
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opposing priorities, which exacerbated the neglect of ni-Vanuatu people. “Each 
would have its own police force, juridical system, medical services, and school 
system” (Miles 1998, 23). The Condominium rule of the New Hebrides became 
irrationally bureaucratic, as evident by the well known local nickname 
‘Pandemonium’ (Lini 1980).  
1.5.4!  Independence and Modern Australia-Vanuatu Relations 
During the 1970s the movement for independence grew, as did the importance 
of cultivating a national identity to bolster the claim for independence. Uniting the 
diverse cultures of Vanuatu’s 80 islands was no small task, as Miles explains “some 
transcendent common culture had to be created, constructed, or imagined” (1998, 
61). It was through the use of Bislama, a form of pidgin English, which is now the 
national language (along with French and English) and kastom culture, that a sense 
of national identity was formed. It is during this time, in the lead up to independence, 
when some of the earliest ni-Vanuatu writers, such as Grace Mera Molisa and 
Donald Kalpokas, voiced their polemical messages of anti-colonialism. Many first 
generation ni-Vanuatu writers were involved in the nations fight for independence, 
for which, there were two separate movements: Nagriamel, which promoted kastom 
lifestyle (Tabani 2008), and the ultimately successful Vanua’kai Party. This party 
was led by English-speaking Anglican priest, Father Walter Lini, who in 1980 
became the country’s founding Prime Minister. He explained that “the move for 
independence revolved around the reassertion of Melanesian culture in terms of 
identity, citizenship, land, self-determination and autonomy” (Whyte 1990, 24), 
which were all conditions of power that had been threatened under colonial rule.  
While Vanuatu has been independent for over thirty-five years, it has been 
argued that – due to Australia’s imperialistic position in the Pacific – the current 
environment is neo-colonial. The modern relationship between Australia and 
Vanuatu is a complicated one in which power structures are still evident due to 
Australia’s continuing paternalism. Miles indicates that the “post independence 
rapprochement with Australia and New Zealand generally proceeded apace as these 
Oceanic powers came to supplant Vanuatu’s erstwhile European Sovereigns, Britain 
and France” (1998, 29). Based on a 1999 census 90% of Port Vila residents were ni-
Vanuatu, 4% European, 3% Chinese and Vietnamese, and 2% other Pacific Islanders 
(O’Byrne and Harcombe quoted in Kraemer 2003, 9). The most recent, 2009 census 
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identified that in Vanuatu only 0.7% of residents are of European, New Zealand or 
Australian descent, as indicated in the table below (VNSO 2009).  
 
Figure 1.1. Population Living in Private Households by Ethnic Origin, Vanuatu: 2009. 
 
While these figures don’t accurately reflect the influence of the expatriate 
community, it does identify that they are an elite minority. The commercial sector in 
Vanuatu is dominated by expatriates, and their relationships with ni-Vanuatu people 
are often defined by their employer status. Both expatriates and elite ni-Vanuatu – 
the minority of ni-Vanuatu people who are in positions of power – benefit from the 
low minimum wage of domestic staff. Seeing that it is these people who are in 
positions of power to change working conditions, it is unlikely that they will, as any 
changes to the status quo would put their privileged lifestyle at risk. The Vanuatu 
Government Department of Labour told anthropologist Daniela Kraemer in 2003 that 
increasing minimum wage for domestic workers to 19,000 vatu a month 
(approximately AU$220) has been discussed for some time but not passed due to 
complaints from the expatriate community (2003, 87). Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 
identify that “all post-colonial societies are still subject in one way or another to 
overt or subtle forms of neo-colonial domination” (1995, 2). In Vanuatu, I believe 
this form of neo-colonial dominance is most evident in the relationships between 
expatriate employers and domestic staff.  Therefore, in the contextual research, as an 
analysis of domesticity and women’s place, I will focus on the portrayal of domestic 
workers, despite there being a significant absence of these characters in existing 
literature – a telling symptom of the colonial gaze. This insight into the colonial 
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mindset shows that women working as domestic staff are considered to be of such 
little value that they are rendered invisible in the existing texts.  
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Chapter 2:!Research Design 
This chapter describes the methodologies and research design undertaken to 
achieve the objectives of this project. Section 2.1 will give an overview of the various 
methodologies selected and section 2.2 will outline the research design, including 
participants, analysis and ethical limitations.  
2.1! METHODOLOGY  
This research study is empirical, biographical and to an extent archival, 
approaching the research through a mixed method study of practice-led research, 
ethnography and auto-ethnography. 
 
2.1.1!  Practice-led Research 
Primarily this project uses practice-led research (PLR) methodology, outlined 
by Smith and Dean as an approach where creative practice is framed as research:  
 
Firstly… creative work in itself is a form of research and generates detectable 
research outputs; secondly, to suggest that creative practice – the training and 
specialised knowledge that creative practitioners have and the processes they 
engage in when they are making art – can lead to specialised research insights 
which can be generalised and written up as research (Smith and Dean 2009, 5). 
 
 It is the creative practice of writing memoir and reflecting back to 2005 that 
will develop and inform my approach towards contextual research and vice versa. 
The memoir is where this research is demonstrated and active, whereas the exegesis 
offers accompanying contextual research. As commonly seen with PLR, I will adopt 
a mixed methodology approach, with the addition of ethnography and auto-
ethnography.  
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2.1.2!Ethnography  
Ethnography is defined by Karen O’Reilly as a methodology that “draws on a 
family of methods, involving direct and sustained contact with human agents, within 
the context of their daily lives (and cultures), watching what happens, listening to 
what is said, and asking questions” (2009, 3). Ethnographic research, traditionally 
used by anthropologists, is made up of observations, reflections and interviews. In 
order to understand the impacts of colonialism and the current social dynamics that 
exist in Vanuatu for both expatriates and ni-Vanuatu people, I have implemented 
ethnographic methods, specifically interviews, to further my understanding of race 
relations in Vanuatu.  
2.1.3!Auto-ethnography 
Auto-ethnography takes into consideration the impact of personal experience 
and decision making processes within research, therefore it is highly appropriate for 
this project. By using this methodology, the reflexive ‘self’ is identified within the 
research. As I am striving to write a self-aware postcolonial narrative, this is a useful 
tool as cognisance is an imperative method within auto-ethnography. In order to 
better understand auto-ethnography I have studied Greg Dening’s Beach Crossings 
as an exemplar (2004). In it he writes:  
 
I wish to write the history of the ‘other side of the beach’, of indigenous 
island peoples with whom I had no cultural bond, of Natives (Dening 2004, 
12).  
 
Throughout this text Dening gives snippets of his own history, education and 
religious beliefs in order to reflect on his findings and situate himself within the 
narrative, making his interpretation clear. By doing so he is writing a historical 
account that is self-aware and conscious of his own position. He writes:  
 
A storyteller is always in the story, heart, mind and soul. Better to be 
occasionally seen than to hide. These crossings are not autobiography, but 
they are autobiographical. They focus not on my life-story, but on those 
moments in my life-story that I feel give me the authority to tell the story as I 
do (Dening 2004, 44).  
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A key feature of Dening’s reflections is that he questions his own authority as a 
narrator and is willing to admit he doesn’t know everything. According to Dening, a 
sensitive approach is “double-visioned” (2004, 17), in that “each side can only tell its 
own history by telling the others… each side must disempower itself in some way” 
(2004, 17). By undertaking these techniques, authors are better equipped to 
reconstruct a representation of history that shares in a postcolonial awareness and 
sensitivity. Dening’s auto-ethnographic approach can be viewed as a model for this 
thesis. His texts are a benchmark insofar as they prove a sensitive representation of 
other cultures is possible, if one writes a ‘double-visioned’ narrative.  
2.2! RESEARCH DESIGN 
This research design is solely qualitative. A significant aspect of the research 
design involved spending two weeks in Port Vila, Vanuatu in December 2015 to 
undertake research. This included reflecting on the place for the purposes of the 
creative practice and undertaking interviews. While only using a small sample size, 
these interviews were significant in developing my understandings of the varying 
perspectives and attitudes of people living in Vanuatu. While the scope of this 
project does not allow significant analysis of these interview results, the interviews 
themselves have been influential in detecting the social impacts of the relationships 
between employers and domestic workers, and have been instrumental in the process 
of writing my memoir. Furthermore, this primary research is linked to the exegetical 
research in which I will analysis the representations of ni-Vanuatu people in 
literature set in Vanuatu. The interview process has informed this research, which 
sees a number of key tropes repeated. 
2.3! PARTICIPANTS 
Table 2.1 details the participants involved in this study who are represented as 
characters in the memoir, which is why they were selected for an interview. These 
individuals were able to offer greater insight and perspective into the time of the 
narrative. 
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Table 2.1  
Research Participants: Connection to the Memoir 
Participant Number  Participant Details 
#A1 Family Member 
#A2 Family Member 
#A3 Expatriate Carer 
#A4 Local Carer 
 
Table 2.2 details the interview participants who were able to provide greater 
insight into the attitudes of expatriate society, that is, how they interact with their 
domestic workers. Unfortunately, due to ethical and logistical limitations, I have been 
unable to interview domestic workers. However, there have been two key 
anthropological studies into the role of domestic workers in Vanuatu, which have been 
significant in addressing this gap in primary research. These are House-girls 
remember: Domestic workers in Vanuatu, by Margaret Rodman, Lissant Bolton, 
Daniela Kraemer and Jean Tarisesei (2007), and the thesis, In the house, but not at 
home: House-girls in Vanuatu, by Daniela Kraemer (2003).  
Table 2.2  
Research Participants: Key Informants 
Participant Number   Participant Details 
#B5 Expatriate  
#B6 Expatriate  
 
 Overall this research has been informed by interviews, observations, 
reflections and an analysis of creative work set in Vanuatu. There have been a number 
of ethical considerations that have been addressed in the interviewing process and 
these, as well as the limited scope of this thesis, mean that while these results are useful 
as background research, they will not comprise the primary focus of the thesis. The 
results of the interviews are implied and embedded into the creative practice as 
opposed to analysed in this accompanying exegesis.   
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Chapter 3:!Textual Analysis   
This chapter will analyse six creative works set in Vanuatu. I will undertake a 
reading and description of each of the texts and then summarise the findings to 
examine what common tropes underpin the representations of ni-Vanuatu people. 
These findings will be active in my creative practice, as I contend with these 
recurring tropes through my attempts at sensitive portrayal. The creative works 
chosen to analyse are dictated by the few representations that exist. It is 
understandable that Vanuatu has a small body of literature, considering the 
population size, which according to the VNSO, is approximately 280,000 (2016). 
Despite a small population size, there is a huge wealth of ni-Vanuatu historical 
stories. However, these historical narratives, often recorded in native language, are 
not always accessible due to a focus in Vanuatu on oral storytelling (Subramani 
1992, 44). Furthermore, there are other texts written from a ni-Vanuatu perspective, 
such as poetry, commonly used as a mode of political literature (Subramani 1992, 
49); however, these are not directly germane to the thesis as they do not respond to 
the tropes that exist in literature from a white perspective, focusing instead on 
political voice and agency. Therefore, the creative work investigated will be Isles of 
Illusion: Letters from the South Seas by Bohun Lynch, 1923; The Happy Isles of 
Oceania by Paul Theroux, 1992; The Pacific by Judy Nunn 2004; Laef Blong Mi: 
From Village to Nation by Sethy Regenvanu, 2004; Getting Stoned with Savages: a 
trip through the islands of Vanuatu and Fiji by J. Maarten Troost, 2006; and Tanna a 
film by Bentley Dean and Martin Butler, 2015. As this encompasses the majority of 
literature written in English and set in Vanuatu (excluding poetry), the creative works 
are diverse, ranging in genre (letters, travel memoir, fiction, political memoir, 
expatriate memoir and film) and time periods. Through a postcolonial framework 
this chapter will analyse the forces at work that produce the white readings of 
Vanuatu. This is imperative in setting a benchmark of the existing representations of 
ni-Vanuatu people, ranging from insensitive, to a level of dawning postcolonial 
awareness.  
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The range of tropes that dictate the Pacific are clearly summarised by Samoan 
writer and theorist Albert Wendt in his 1976 essay “Towards a New Oceania”. 
Wendt writes, the Pacific Islands are a:  
 
goldmine for romantic novelists and film makers, bar-room journalists and 
semi-literate tourists… Much of this literature ranges from the hilariously 
romantic through the pseudo-scholarly to the infuriatingly racist; from the 
‘noble savage’ literary school through Margaret Mead and all her comings of 
age, Somerset Maugham’s puritan missionaries/drunks/and saintly whores 
and James Michener’s rascals and golden people, the stereotyped childlike 
pagan who needs to be steered to the light (58). 
 
Wendt explains how Pacific colonisers categorised indigenous Pacific Islanders into 
the roles of “domestic animal, amoral phallus, the lackey, the comic and lazy and 
happy-go-lucky fuzzy haired boy and the well-behaved colonised” (1976, 54). While 
these colonial representations are no longer overt, it is clear that they have influenced 
contemporary literature. The tropes that are most germane to this study are those 
related to the portrayal of domestic workers. These are clearly articulated as 
misconstructions by Kraemer, who argues that expatriate employers of domestic staff 
in Vanuatu see their employee as ‘child-like’, ‘invisible’, ‘dishonest’ and as a ‘sexual 
object’ (Kraemer 2003, 113), in order to justify their relationship built on 
exploitation.  
According to Paul Lyons, literary texts “absorb and refigure these forms and 
tropes, in effect representing the processing and reproduction of the cluster of 
popular and scientific knowledges circulating at a given time” (2006, 35). This is 
clear within the body of Oceanic literature, where there are many pseudo-
anthropological travel narratives – texts which present a cultural representation as 
scientifically accurate – that continue to inform modern literature. By tracking the 
repeated tropes from the earliest text, Isles of Illusion, with its ideas rooted in 
colonial encounters, to Tanna, where the directors are consciously striving to offer a 
representative portrayal, we can see postcolonial awareness of representations and a 
sensitive portrayal becoming more evident. Langton has commented on this slow 
progression, stipulating positive impact from intersubjective exchange and the 
reading across cultures (Australian Film Commission 1993).  
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3.1! ISLES OF ILLUSION: LETTERS FROM THE SOUTH SEAS, BOHUN 
LYNCH (1923) 
Isles of Illusion is a compilation of letters, edited by Bohun Lynch and written 
by Englishman Robert J Fletcher (anonymously known as Asterisk), who lived on an 
outer island in the New Hebrides from 1912-1919. Fletcher never intended his letters 
to be published, making them an uninhibited account of colonial attitudes and a 
valuable resource on the historical representations of New Hebridean people. 
Examining these letters through a postcolonial lens we discover many of the tropes 
associated with nineteenth century travel and boy’s adventure writing. Michelle 
Keown explains that the boy’s adventure writing genre “drew extensively upon late 
18th and early 19th century explorer and missionary accounts of Pacific Islanders, and 
the cultural stereotypes circulated in these writings” (2007, 33). In the nineteenth 
century, “colonisers first saw the naked state of the populations as a sign that the 
‘wild men’ they encountered were not only uncivilised, but at an early stage of 
human evolution” (Creed and Hoorn 2001, 50). Representations like this are 
underpinned by Social Darwinism – a school of thought that applied laws of natural 
selection to groups of people, encouraging imperialism and class division (Leyva 
2014, 765). Throughout the letters we see these ideas influencing the colonial gaze. 
For example, Fletcher comments that the New Hebrideans from the island Aoba 
(where his ‘wife’ Topsy is from) look different to the rest of the New Hebridean 
Melanesians, due to the commonly held belief at the time that lighter-skinned Pacific 
peoples from Micronesia and Polynesia were “racially, morally and politically 
superior” to the darker skinned Melanesian people (Douglas quoted in Keown 2007, 
18), who Fletcher similarly describes as “ugly semi-Cannibalistic savages” (Lynch 
1923, 46).  
The texts of this era commonly depict Polynesian people as ‘paradisiacal’, 
‘fertile’ and ‘idyllic’, whereas the Melanesian islands and people were represented as 
‘fetid’, ‘decaying’ and ‘hellish’ (Kjellgren quoted in Keown 2007, 43). These types 
of physical descriptions represent Melanesian people as the trope of the ignoble 
savage. Throughout Isles of Illusion Fletcher uses similar adjectives, such as 
‘loathsome’, ‘hideous’, and ‘misshapen’ (Lynch 1923, 42) to describe New 
Hebridean people in general. Furthermore, when specifically describing women 
Fletcher draws on descriptions of children and domestic pets to connect the 
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representations of women with children or animals (Lynch 1928, 166). As Sturma 
indicates, “the island women of… Melanesia were often depicted as beasts of burden 
and located lower down in the racial hierarchy” (2002, 87). Evidence of this 
understanding in Isles of Illusion is Fletcher’s wearisome response to hearing of 
“only the most loathly prognostications as to the physical charms of Kanaka women” 
(1923, 17). Despite this attitude Fletcher has a relationship with 15-year-old New 
Hebridean, Topsy, whose body he describes as “beautiful” (Lynch 1923, 166). 
Sturma explains that “praising” the appearance of island women outside of Polynesia 
became “less lavish”, however “there were individual women whom European 
visitors found beautiful and captivating” (2002, 58). 
Common to this genre of encounter memoir is the focus on the native woman 
as “unbridled in her sexuality” (Satasiulus and Yuval-Davis 1995, 15). For example, 
Fletcher asks, “can one expect them to love leaving their days of idleness and nights 
of languorous pleasure?” (Lynch 1923, 35). Postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha 
outlines that “the objective of colonial rule is to construe the colonised as a 
population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin in order to justify 
conquest and to establish systems of administration and instruction” (Bhabha 1994, 
70). This colonial attitude is clear throughout Fletcher’s letters, in that he construes 
the image of the colonised as racially inferior, by endorsing tropes.   
Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe once wrote that “to the colonialist mind it 
was always of the utmost importance to be able to say: ‘I know my natives’, a claim 
which implied two things at once: (a) that the native was really quite simple and (b) 
that understanding him and controlling him went hand in hand” (Choudhury 2016, 
58). This paternalistic gaze is evident in Isles of Illusion, as New Hebridean’s are 
consistently represented as the trope of the ‘childlike pagans’ (Wendt 1976, 58). For 
example, Fletcher writes, “the Kanaka is nothing but a small boy” (Lynch 1923, 54) 
and “Oh Lord, these child-women do make me laugh” (Lynch 1923, 227). The 
implication of representing native women as ‘childlike pagans’ is that they are seen 
simultaneously as the innocent, coquettish South Sea maiden and as unbridled in 
their sexuality. This is clearly portrayed through the representation of Topsy, who is 
described as a sexual object, a child, an animal and as a source of comic 
entertainment. Fletcher writes, “she behaves to me just like a very nice Persian kitten 
or a terrier pup would behave” (Lynch 1928, 166). By describing Topsy as a 
domestic animal she is being portrayed as loyal, passive, obedient and innocent, yet 
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at the same time primitive. Sturma indicates that “whereas the island woman’s body 
represented a sensuous invitation, her character was often described in terms of 
innocence” (2002, 62). It is the representation of Topsy throughout the text that 
displays the colonial attitude towards indigenous women, as both a fetishized, sexual 
object yet also pertaining to a childish innocence. The tropes that are clearly exposed 
in Isles of Illusion and other historical literature, are still influencing popular fiction 
and non-fiction today.  
 
3.2! THE HAPPY ISLES OF OCEANIA, PAUL THEROUX (1992) 
This section will investigate Paul Theroux’s 1992 text The Happy Isles of 
Oceania, an adventure memoir in which the author travels around the Pacific. While 
in Vanuatu Theroux spent most of his time on the outer island Tanna. The chapters 
based on his time there are titled Cannibals and Missionaries and The Oddest Island 
in Vanuatu. Theroux is a well established writer and his 1992 book can be considered 
commercial non-fiction. While it is impossible to speculate how this may have 
affected authorial motivation on Theroux’s part, it is important to acknowledge that 
during the writing and publication process of The Happy Isles of Oceania, there may 
commercial publishing factors at play. While written over 20 years ago now, this text 
is a prime example of a modern adventure story, which has been described by Keown 
as a “pseudo-anthropological travel narrative, [which] reinvokes a wide range of 
‘noble’ and ‘ignoble’ savage stereotypes” (2007, 76). Throughout the text Theroux 
mocks Oceanic culture and repeats the historical tropes of Melanesian people as 
savage, particularly in comparison to their Polynesian neighbours.  
Theroux consistently expresses disappointment at not being able to find the 
untamed Oceania he has read about. Mary Louise Pratt, in her studies on imperialism 
in travel writing, has described The Happy Isles of Oceania as a ‘post-tourist’ text 
that expresses imperialistic longing for the unspoilt landscape that exists in past 
encounter literature (1992, 218). This disappointment is evident in the physical 
descriptions of the Tannese people, which are centred on ugliness, painting a picture 
of the ignoble savage. Theroux describes the people of the Yakel tribe, one of the 
remaining kastom villages in Vanuatu:  
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The Melanesian people of Tanna were small scowling knob-headed blacks 
with short legs and big dusty feet… they were not much bigger than pygmies, 
and they were blacker and more naked. They had terrible teeth – stumps and 
canines broken into fangs. They looked like cannibals (1992, 252, 259).  
 
Creed and Hoorn indicate that “of all bodily characteristics it is skin that 
takes foremost place as ‘natural’ identity… as the key signifier of cultural and racial 
difference in the stereotype, is the most visible of fetishes’, (2001, 53). The Yakel 
people are described as “blacker and more naked,” (1992, 259), which fetishizes 
them as uncivilised and primitive. It is interesting to compare the depiction of the 
Yakel tribe as seen in The Happy Isles of Oceania with the representation in the 2015 
film Tanna, which centres on people of the same tribe (Dean, Butler and Collee). 
This film, shot entirely in Vanuatu, with the people of the Yakel tribe as its actors, 
tells the tale of a forbidden love. In this portrayal Wawa (photographed below) is 
depicted as the beautiful, sought-after bride. By comparing these two contrasting 
representations, it is clear that Theroux’s representation of the Yakel tribe endorses 
the discourse of the colonial gaze. Alternatively, the representation in Tanna shows 
characters dignified by human motivations.   
   
 
Figure 3.1. Still from Tanna featuring Wawa and Dain. 
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Throughout The Happy Isles of Oceania, there is a strong cannibalistic 
narrative. Theroux writes:   
 
I had found circumstantial evidence for cannibalism – the liking in Vanuatu 
for Spam. It was a theory of mine that former cannibals of Oceania now 
feasted on Spam because Spam came the nearest to approximating the porky 
taste of human flesh (Theroux 1992, 245).  
 
This phrase is intended to add humour to the narrative, and, as Lyons notes, 
Theroux’s “jokey language in these contexts, suggest an acknowledgement that, to 
some degree, the cannibalism he recalls is and has always been a laughable illusion” 
(2006, 146). However, even though Theroux may be joking when he connects 
“spam-eating to man-eating”, it still “suggests a continuity in the discourse of 
cannibalism and the ideologies behind it” (Lyons 2006, 146). Therefore, The Happy 
Isles of Oceania can be considered a pseudo-anthropological travel narrative where 
“the historian coupled up as the romantic ironist, [marks] each narrative with a 
rhetorical gloss that read as ‘real’” (Choudhury 2016, 85). Theroux is most interested 
in discovering the Oceania of his “childhood reading”, of realising “how much Island 
aura remains available to the modern world” (Lyons 2006, 146). Undertaking a more 
in-depth analysis of this ‘cannibal-tour’ in Vanuatu, allows the reader to realise that 
Theroux is indicating that perhaps the Oceania of ‘childhood reading’ – that is, the 
Pacific that exists in the tales of Michener, Maugham and Mead – has never existed.  
 
3.3! THE PACIFIC, JUDY NUNN (2004) 
The Pacific by Australian author Judy Nunn is a romance novel exploring the 
lives of two white women across two eras (Vanuatu and the New Hebrides). As 
Wendt identified, the Pacific is a ‘goldmine for romantic novelists’ (1976, 58), and 
this narrative is a prime example of how the exotified yet quaint colonial backdrop 
sets the scene for a romantic epic. Given that Nunn’s novel belongs to the genre of 
commercial fiction, which rarely takes post-colonial imperatives or frameworks in 
mind, it is easy to argue that her problematic representations of colonial characters 
are in line with generic tropes. However, such tropes are still harmful as they 
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perpetuate the patriarchal and colonial mindset. According to Langton, popular 
genres are predisposed to trap producers and writers in conventional racism and 
sexism (Australian Film Commission 1993, 83). This text epitomises Langton’s 
statement, where we see the combination of the virtuous white protagonist, colonial 
archetypes and happy Islanders result in ni-Vanuatu people being represented 
through a number of tropes.  
This story is about an Englishwoman, who has ‘a way with the natives’ and 
who is able to protect and save them from both colonial brutality and themselves. 
The protagonist is told by a more experienced colonist, “you can serve a great 
purpose here, Jane… you have a way with these people” (Nunn 2004, 222). Spoken 
with colonial paternalism, this comment depicts New Hebrideans as child-like, and in 
need of leadership. When the protagonist arrives in the New Hebrides, the first 
encounter she has with New Hebridean people offers a problematic representation.  
 
As the islanders drew closer, Jane felt unnerved, she had never seen people so 
black. Everything about them looked frightening to her, even their hair, 
which grew in an untamed frizz several inches from their heads. And they 
were gesticulating excitedly, calling out in an unintelligible language, and 
waving their arms and their paddles wildly in the air (Nunn 2004, 193).  
 
The colonial gaze is most clearly evident in the archetypal character of Jean-
Francois Marat, a French plantation owner. Marat’s attitude is represented by this 
quote, where he describes a New Hebridean worker employed on his plantation: “he 
was the same as the rest of the blacks… simple and easy to control” (Nunn 2004, 
295). This attitude correlates to Achebe’s aforementioned postcolonial critique, 
which understands that colonialists had to ‘know’ and ‘control’ the colonised in 
order to maintain power (Choudhury 2016, 58). Marat exploits and abuses his staff, 
most clearly seen through the sexual relationships he conducts with a number of 
domestic workers. He ponders his relationship with one of them, noting that – 
“Selena had proved a satisfying distraction. A highly sexual creature as most of them 
were… she was good looking and her body was luscious” (Nunn 2004, 296). 
Throughout the text Selena is depicted as lazy, dishonest and a sexual object. In 
some sense she and the labour she does is also invisible, in that the reader is never 
given her perspective. While this relationship does identify the exploitation that can 
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exist between employer and domestic worker, the characterisation of Selena 
ultimately reproduces the trope of sexualisation.  
The Pacific consistently exotifies New Hebridean/ni-Vanuatu women. In a 
contemporary scene based in Port Vila, one Australian man dwells on his lust for a 
young ni-Vanuatu woman:  
 
Mickey was wondering what it would be like to go to bed with her. He loved 
the glossiness of her skin and he wondered if she was that colour all over. 
He’d never made love to a black woman (Nunn 2004, 253).  
 
By simply repeating what Mickey thinks, as opposed to critiquing it, Nunn is 
reinforcing this age old trope of the exotic native woman. Her portrayal of the 
environment as seductive further emphasises this trope. The female protagonist 
describes the climate as “a different sort of heat… All-embracing and suffocating, 
but at the same time sensual” (Nunn 2004, 227). According to Sturma “the South Sea 
maiden encapsulated the passive, seductive, and available qualities associated with 
the exotic terrain of the Pacific region” (2002, 151). Fresno-Calleja writes that “the 
sexualised exotic/erotic female native was constructed as a projection of Western 
male desire, her body as a metonym of the island, encouraging conquest and awaiting 
penetration” (2010, 174). This quote indicates how the nature of colonialism is 
founded in conquest, and is all consuming, seeking to control and rule the country, 
from the environment to the female body. Taking these representations at face value 
sees The Pacific repeat the common set of tropes surrounding the female black body.   
 
3.4! GETTING STONED WITH SAVAGES, J. MAARTEEN TROOST (2006) 
The 2006 expatriate memoir Getting Stoned with Savages, follows the life of 
American Maarten Troost, and his wife Sylvia who move to Port Vila, Vanuatu. This 
text is an adventure, expatriate memoir, in which the author must confront the 
dangers of a remote and confusing country with humour.!Though the text’s humour 
is extreme and sarcastic, one might argue that it is not meant to be taken seriously; 
however, the repetition of racist stereotypes and tropes such as the savage, whether in 
the service of humour or not, are still damaging. As explained by Subramani, “the 
needs and requirements of expatriate fiction… centre [on]… various forms of 
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primitivism, ranging from the romantic depiction of pastoral existence to the mythic 
quest for an organic community in simple life” (Subramani 1992, 8). This non-fiction 
creative work shares these themes, as the book centres on a quest to find ‘primitive’ 
communities, in particular cannibals.  
Lyons writes, “if in the nineteenth century nearly every work of encounter 
required a “cannibal”, in the twentieth century literary tourism seems to need a recent 
“ex-cannibal” (2006, 128). Getting Stoned with Savages belongs to the genre of 
literary tourism as, throughout his time in Vanuatu, Troost seeks to meet an ex-
cannibal (2006, 37). Having little success finding someone that took part in a 
cannibal feast, Troost then builds on the ‘cannibal stories’ that exist in encounter 
literature, representing them as valid and reliable sources of knowledge. Young in 
White Mythologies explains that it is important to “respond to ‘other’ cultures, not in 
the way the ‘West’ has configured them but by locating the paradigms of thought 
that contest structures of knowledge that have been considered valid” (Choudhury 
2016, 202). In Getting Stoned with Savages, however, there is a clear repetition of 
the cannibal tropes and stereotypes that exist in previously published works. For 
example, Troost is a great admirer of Theroux, describing him as “the world’s 
greatest living Travel Writer” (2006, 18) and consistently builds on the ‘man-
eating/spam-eating’ cannibal humour of Vanuatu (2006, 43), making this text 
pseudo-anthropological in its descriptions.  
Troost frequently references tribal warfare and cannibalism in his fictitious 
first person accounts, in order to sensationalise the experience for the reader. 
According to Obeyeskere, “fictional narratives of the self and other cannibal stories 
have a tremendous persuasive power, trapping our own predilections for the fantastic 
through the various devices they employ, especially the power of eyewitness 
narrative couched in the language of verisimilitude which… is a kind of deception” 
(Obeyeskere quoted in Creed and Hoorn, 2001, 70). Troost uses a humorous first 
person narrative to present cannibalism as credible: 
 
If you are very lucky, a good solid blow to your head will end the misery 
right there and then, sparing you the sensation of feeling your body treated 
like a boiled lobster as your flesh and bones are plucked and torn, carved and 
diced, cooked in flames, until nothing remains of you except the faint odor of 
a satisfied belch (Troost 2006, 36).  
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This is a prime example of how Troost uses extreme humour, that is not meant to be 
taken seriously, in order to engage the reader. While it may not be intended to be 
taken seriously the savage trope depicted is still damaging. Troost further establishes 
this trope of savagery by portraying ni-Vanuatu people from the outer islands as 
primitive. The Nekowiar or Toka dance ceremony, a traditional dance and feast 
ceremony where all ages attend, is described as a “frenzied orgy” (2006, 65). Creed 
and Hoorn indicate that in encounter literature “the customs were not considered the 
products of cultural difference; instead the body of the other was fetishized” (2001, 
52). Similarly, the description of the Toka dance ceremony is fetishized and 
portrayed as a highly sexual and primitive environment. 
In some more realist passages, Troost does discuss life in 21st century Port 
Vila and his own discomfort over expatriate lifestyle. He writes:  
 
Port Vila… did seem uncomfortably colonial to me. The French were the 
functionaries, the Anglos the capitalists, the Chinese the shopkeepers, and the 
ni-Vanuatu the hired help, admitted when necessary but otherwise kept 
outside the gates (2006, 23).  
 
It is significant that Troost identifies the problematic nature of the neo-
colonial environment in Port Vila and that he develops a broader canvas with a 
postcolonial awareness. However, beyond this, Troost spends little time discussing 
the role of ni-Vanuatu domestic workers, and, in doing so, contributes to their 
invisibility. The invisibility of domestic workers in the text is a significant aspect of 
the memoir, as it diminishes both their role and their labour. Langton explains that, 
“the easiest and most ‘natural’ form of racism in representation is the act of making 
the other invisible” (Australian Film Commission 1993, 24). I respond to this 
invisibility in my own memoir by acknowledging the labour that often goes 
unnoticed. Furthermore, I have made domestic worker and carer characters visible in 
the narrative as it is their support, which becomes essential to my family’s everyday 
life. While Troost acknowledges that the expatriate lifestyle in Port Vila is dictated 
by racial and class divides, this memoir is a cultural narrative in which imperialist 
views persist.  
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3.5! LAEF BLONG MI: FROM VILLAGE TO NATION BY SETHY 
REGENVANU (2004) 
It is important to survey existing ni-Vanuatu literature, even if it does not 
directly contend with the conditions and experience of domestic workers. There are a 
number of texts written from a ni-Vanuatu perspective, which tend to offer a 
polemical and anti-colonial perspective as they are participating in a discourse which 
aims to decolonise the colonial mindset. For example, there are some highly political 
poems written pre and post-independence, by influential ni-Vanuatu poets Grace 
Mera Molisa, Albert Leomala, Mildred Sope and Donald Kalpokas. Subramani 
explains that in Vanuatu “poems were composed under the pressures of the agitated 
political conditions which made… repose and detachment difficult” (1992, 49). 
These poems are polemical; they demonstrate discontent with colonial traditions 
from a New Hebridean/ni-Vanuatu perspective. These texts are less involved in 
analysing daily power imbalances, and more concerned with political reform and 
revolution; the conditions and experiences of domestic workers may have seemed 
like a secondary consideration in comparison to the urgent needs of establishing 
political agency and voice. Therefore, due to the scope of this analysis I will not 
examine these texts in detail. However, it is important to acknowledge that much of 
the material from the first-generation of Pacific writers “took the form of polemical 
attacks upon colonial political and discursive hegemony, expressing a cultural 
nationalist aesthetic” and they have “engaged directly (and often critically) with 
European representations of the Pacific in their creative work” (Keown 2007, 137, 
32). This suggests that there was a deep unhappiness within the group of ni-Vanuatu 
activists and writers, in response to reading these colonial representations. The text 
analysed in this section is the 2004 political memoir Laef Blong Mi: From Village to 
Nation, by ni-Vanuatu politician and Presbyterian pastor, Sethy Regenvanu. While 
Regenvanu was not writing in the era of first generation writers, he is reflecting back 
to this time of political disruption, therefore his memoirs belong to this discourse. As 
a ni-Vanuatu author, Regenvanu seeks to challenge the “concept of whiteness as a 
cultural hegemon” (López 2005, 17).  
A prevalent theme throughout the text is ‘cultural alienation’, which 
Regenvanu experiences first hand. He understands both the subversive nature of 
colonialism and yet realises the personal benefits he has gained from the formal 
education system offered by the ‘white’ Presbyterian church. He reflects on his 
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experiences at primary school: “it was against school rules and punishable to speak 
Bislama” (2004, 35). This is unsurprising considering colonial administrations 
controlled language in order to exert their authority over their subjects. “Whether 
achieved by displacing native languages, by installing itself as a ‘standard’ against 
other variants which are constituted as ‘impurities’, or by planting the language of 
empire in a new place – [language] remains the most potent instrument of cultural 
control” (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1995, 283). The way Regenvanu describes 
his cultural assimilation is that of replacement. “My earlier identity as a village boy, 
fisherman, and strong-headed youth was giving way to my new status of professional 
student” (2004, 56). Frantz Fanon describes his ‘projected pattern of cultural 
evolution’: “the more the colonised has assimilated the cultural values of the 
metropolis, the more he will have escaped the bush. The more he rejects his 
blackness and the bush, the whiter he will become” (1991, 3). With a sense of 
symmetry Regenvanu writes, “the more I became engaged in formal learning, the 
less time I had for traditional cultural activities” (2004, 25). This pattern can be 
identified in Regenvanu’s memoirs; from the realisation of his cultural alienation, to 
assimilation, followed by an active political career in which he played a role in 
creating a national identity for Vanuatu.  
Most significant for this study is Regenvanu’s representation of ni-Vanuatu 
women. Initially, the representation of women centres on the domestic violence 
Regenvanu’s mother experienced, and the extremes of this brutality, which caused 
her to flee back to her own village as “temporary refuge, to escape beatings” (2004, 
15). Regenvanu describes his mother as a woman burdened by domestic duties and 
unfair treatment, which reinvokes some of the early Western representations of 
Melanesian women as ‘beasts of burden’ (Sturma 2002, 87). He comments on the 
great workload she had to manage and how this was more significant as she had no 
daughters – “she had to shoulder on her own all the responsibilities expected of a 
married woman” (Regenvanu 2004, 15). Traditionally, women found strength, refuge 
and support from the network of other women in their community, however these 
networks were disrupted by the concept of the ‘nuclear family unit’ introduced by 
early missionaries.  
While it is important that gender inequality is exposed in this text, there are 
also instances when domestic duties are represented as demeaning. Regenvanu 
writes, “I had observed how married women at home… assumed what to them was 
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their place and responsibility in their community” (2004, 67). Here, Regenvanu 
illuminates the centrality of domestic duties for ni-Vanuatu women. Regenvanu 
clearly finds these aspects of patriarchal Melanesian culture prejudiced; however, in 
framing this criticism as women assuming their role, there is an implication that ni-
Vanuatu women are lacking feminist ideals. Interestingly, these attitudes affected 
Regenvanu’s married life. He writes, “I did not think a woman who had been brought 
up in this culture alone, without outside exposure, would be able to understand me if 
I became involved in wider affairs of the church and nation” (2004, 67). Regenvanu 
married one of the Australian teachers he met during his studies, Dorothy Rutter. 
Inter-racial marriages were unconventional at the time and according to Regenvanu, 
his marriage was difficult for both communities to accept. The ni-Vanuatu 
community found it “hard… to accept the fact that Dorothy… was doing all the 
domestic chores… because people were used to the culture of colonial Vanuatu in 
which Black women worked as domestic servants for White people” (2004, 72). This 
quote indicates how ingrained the role of the black domestic worker has become in 
Vanuatu. Today a growing number of ni-Vanuatu women work as domestic staff for 
ni-Vanuatu families (Kraemer 2003, 91). Regenvanu’s representation speaks to the 
centrality of this role for ni-Vanuatu women and to the extent that it persists within 
ni-Vanuatu culture.  
This text offers a unique counterpoint to the literature set in Vanuatu that is 
written from a white perspective. It is clear that Regenvanu is representing himself as 
a complex individual, tracking his personal, professional and political life. This in 
depth characterisation has not been reflected in other texts set in Vanuatu. However, 
it is also evident through his depiction of ni-Vanuatu women, in particular his 
description of their role, that embedded gender prejudice is impacting the domestic 
duties of women.  
 
3.6! TANNA: THE FILM (2015) 
The final creative piece explored in this chapter is the film Tanna, which was 
released late 2015 (Dean, Butler and Collee). Directed by Australian documentary 
makers, Bentley Dean and Martin Butler, Tanna is based on the true story of 
forbidden love between two young members of the Yakel tribe, which occurred in 
the late eighties, altering the tribe’s arranged marriage customs forever. The film 
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makers worked collaboratively with the Yakel tribe to write a script (entirely in 
village language) and make the film, using the village as the set and its members as 
the cast. Thanks to the methodology and content of the story, Tanna takes the form 
of historiographical fiction. 
The methodology undertaken by the directors makes this film comparable to 
Rolf de Heer’s Ten Canoes, an example of an Australian film depicting the lives of 
Indigenous people which aims to promote “respect for diversity and difference” 
(McCreddan 2012, 49). Tanna similarly aims to accurately and sensitively represent 
the Yakel tribe. However, even with the best intentions, Tanna still falls into the 
traps of a theatrical and dramatic interpretation of its protagonists’ lives. These 
dramatic elements are problematic as the representation offered is embellished, often 
through the use of pre-existing stereotypes and tropes such as that of the primitive 
savage. The film uses sensationalised techniques, such as music, camera angles and 
close ups, to make the experience more dramatic. Creed and Hoorn indicate that 
melodramatic elements of film are “not just in the scenes of dramatic recreation, but 
in heightened performances, close-ups of suffering faces, dramatic music and 
editing” (2001, 235). 
The use of these techniques in Tanna are clearly seen in the sinister music that 
characterises the Imedin tribe, the rivals of the Yakel people. The scenes themselves 
are dramatic with a child witnessing her grandfather being severely beaten by the 
opposing tribe. Despite these heightened dramatic scenes, Tanna seeks to give 
dignity and humanity to the representations of the Yakel people and culture. For 
example, a positive attribute is that characters are represented as human beings with 
depth and substance. They are always wearing traditional dress, and in particular 
their customs such as – feasts, dances and song – are presented as fundamental and 
sophisticated cultural rituals, which has not been evident in other creative work from 
a white perspective. This makes the film a positive benchmark, identifying a standard 
of representation that I aim to achieve.  
Being a theatrical representation, the film romanticises kastom life. For 
example, Tanna depicts a carefree childhood, and never-ending supply of food and 
water. The harsher realities of a rural kastom life, such as lack of formal education, 
medical care, and greater exposure to the environment, are not included. Sturma 
indicates that “writers [have] implanted their romantic visions of the South Pacific in 
one another, creating a domino effect that continues to be felt… even those who 
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consciously tried to subvert the romantic myth of the South Pacific usually 
succumbed to a certain nostalgia” (2002, 117). In Tanna the nostalgia for traditional 
life, and the view of it as ‘better’ and more fulfilling, is developed in these carefree 
scenes. Yet, in fairness to the film, it is one of the few portrayals of kastom beliefs 
and practices that does not descend into negative colonialist tropes, opting instead to 
portray them as legitimate and valid beliefs. In my creative practice I also contend 
with depicting a romanticised view of a childhood in Vanuatu, due to both a personal 
sense of nostalgia and the discourse of Western representation.   
In Tanna women are represented as vivid characters, especially via its two 
female protagonists Wawa and Selin. The film does portray the patriarchal nature of 
life in Vanuatu, with gender specific roles; however, it also clearly shows the strong 
camaraderie between females. The film investigates the domestic duties of women 
and through the transition of Selin from carefree child to being made responsible and 
helpful to the women, shows how this is a requirement of all women. Wawa’s 
mother says, “you’ll sit with me to learn about being a good wife” (Dean, Butler and 
Collee 2015). This identifies that the only contemporary depictions of such a female 
hierarchy, in which power is leverage, can exist in kastom villages where Christian 
values of the nuclear family unit have not developed. This is further evident through 
the final quote by Chief Charlie, who says, “we’ve always fought to keep kastom 
strong. The colonial powers – we resisted. The Christians – we resisted. The lure of 
money – we resisted that also” (Dean, Butler and Collee 2015). This is a powerful 
ending to the film, however it also reinvokes nostalgia, and in some sense represents 
the Yakel people and this movie as a portrait of a dying tribe. Despite this, it is clear 
Tanna aims to be representative and respectful of ni-Vanuatu people and culture, 
making it an important creative work within this body of texts.  
3.7! SUMMARY OF TROPES   
As is evinced from my survey, there is a lack of literature set in Vanuatu that 
accurately represents ni-Vanuatu people, and in the literature that does represent ni-
Vanuatu people, inconsiderate and often colonial representation is far too common. 
In Wendt’s 1976 essay, he states, “the Oceania found in this literature is largely 
papalagi (White or non-Samoan person) fictions, more revealing of papalagi 
fantasies and hang-ups, dreams and nightmares, prejudices and ways of viewing our 
crippled cosmos, than of our actual islands” (58). The creative work from a white 
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perspective reiterates a range of such tropes that are embedded in history. Within 
colonial discourse theory, a significant field of inquiry is on “representations and 
modes of perception… as fundamental weapons of colonial power to keep colonised 
peoples subservient to colonial rule” (McLeod 2000, 17). It is within this framework 
that these tropes originated, and functioned as a device for colonial rule. However, 
these representations have now become so common as to be near ubiquitous in 
literature about Vanuatu. 
The range of tropes I have identified in the creative works set in Vanuatu include 
the happy and benign native, the ignoble savage, the cannibal, and, for ni-Vanuatu 
women, the invisible domestic worker, the beast of burden and the sexualised/exotic 
native that has unbridled impulse. These established tropes are not dissimilar to those 
that exist in depictions of the black body in other contexts. For example, the tropes 
found in other colonial, postcolonial and settler settings of America, Australia, Africa 
and other Pacific Islands feature common themes, particularly with women, about 
sexuality, unbridled impulse, invisibility and savagery (Creed and Hoorn 2001).  
The tropes of the ignoble savage and cannibal are often depicted simultaneously 
in travel/adventure memoirs. According to Lyons, this genre is consistently at risk of 
becoming culturally insensitive, because “a caring witness… may always become 
invasive” (2006, 9). The trope of the ignoble savage has been derived from encounter 
literature and persisted into modern representations. This evolution is clear throughout 
the analysis of creative works set in Vanuatu. For example, Isles of Illusion refers to 
New Hebrideans as “semi-cannibalistic” (Lynch 1923, 46), and physically as 
‘loathsome’, ‘hideous’ and ‘misshapen’ (Lynch 1923, 42). These negative physical 
descriptions, that imply a primitive, savage and cannibalistic nature, are then clearly 
repeated in The Happy Isles of Oceania and Getting Stoned with Savages. Even though 
Theroux and Troost gesture towards more accurate truths at times, both adventure 
memoirs are ultimately pseudo-anthropological tourist texts, which use a range of 
insensitive stereotypes to reinvoke the tropes of the ignoble savage and primitive 
cannibal.  
Another trope to consider is the trope of invisibility, which extends to include 
labour. In most of the literature I have surveyed, the black female domestic worker is 
simply invisible, as is her work. This concern is the subject of African American poet 
Claudia Rankine’s recent collection, Citizen: An American Lyric, in which she speaks 
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about the absolute invisibility she experiences in the black body. Rankine documents 
a number of circumstances in which she is simply rendered invisible by her black body 
– from not being seen while waiting in a pharmacy line (2014, 77), to her child being 
pushed to the ground in a rush for the subway (2014, 17). These repeated 
circumstances create a broader image of the racial microaggressions that exist in 
America, which influence how her body is perceived in the culture. In the context of 
creative work set in Vanuatu, it is clear that a similar treatment of the black body exists. 
The absence of female ni-Vanuatu characters and lack of representation that has been 
seen across the body of creative work, has extreme significance of the colonial gaze. 
The implication is that ni-Vanuatu women are invisible and the labour of domestic 
staff – which allows expatriates the lavish, neo-colonial lifestyle they lead – is also 
invisible. If in some circumstances the nature of domestic work is acknowledged, as 
seen in Laef Blong Mi, it then builds on the trope of the beast of burden. This identifies 
ni-Vanuatu women as burdened by the demeaning tasks of domestic work. In my 
creative work I examine these two tropes, as they are the most relevant to the 
representation of domestic workers.  
The trope of the sexualised New Hebridean/ni-Vanuatu woman exists in most of 
the creative works written from a white perspective, to varying degrees. In particular, 
we repeatedly see lasciviousness and sexual appetite in Isles of Illusion and The 
Pacific. The women in these texts are objectified and viewed as highly sexual beings. 
Sturma indicates that in encounter literature “the South Sea woman could become an 
object of erotic interest… far from being sexually passive, the women of Tahiti were 
frequently represented as welcoming male desire, if not demanding it” (2002, 27). 
While this contextual research is set in Melanesia, as opposed to Polynesia, a similar 
trope of demanding male desire exists. For example, the representation of Selena has 
been derived from this trope, as she is described as a “highly sexual creature” (Nunn 
2004, 296). Similarly, Topsy epitomises the colonial attitude towards Indigenous 
Pacific women, being represented both as a fetishized, sexual object yet also pertaining 
to a childish innocence. Sturma indicates that “whereas the island woman’s body 
represented a sensuous invitation, her character was often described in terms of 
innocence” (2002, 62). Margaret Jolly has identified how these portrayals can have 
significant impacts on the discursive power of Western representation and attitudes, 
writing that “the exotification of the ‘South Pacific’ in film, literature and art… in 
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conjunction with predominant Christian imaginings of the ‘native’ woman as sexually 
deviant… had created amongst expatriates, a perverse desire for local women” (2009, 
389). These tropes reproduce the discourse of the sexualisation of native women in 
domestic service and testify to the colonial mindset that probably originated them and 
have persisted in their various iterations to the present day. Today, the ni-Vanuatu 
woman is still depicted as sensuous, exotic, passive and inviting most prominently in 
the tourism industry.  
It is clear that as the body of literature set in Vanuatu grows, the 
representations therein are incrementally improving; however, it is also clear that 
there is a long way to go before representations of ni-Vanuatu people approach 
reality. The process that Langton commented on as ‘intersubjective exchange’ 
appears to be taking place to a certain extent, with each newer iteration being slightly 
more representative. However, it is evident that things aren’t getting better on their 
own, insofar as the imperialistic cultural narrative still exists. Langton writes, 
“without a body of self-representative work there can be no self-critical assessment 
made and no meaningful discourse on Aboriginal aesthetics by Aborigines 
themselves” (Australian Film Commission 1993, 85). Due to Vanuatu’s history of 
dual colonialism, small population and current economic disparity, the ni-Vanuatu 
people are left with little means to represent themselves. This means there are fewer 
ni-Vanuatu voices that are able to respond to the representations that exist in creative 
works written from a white perspective. It is crucial to note that none of the creative 
works analysed in this exegesis are written by a female ni-Vanuatu author. This 
makes the iteration of these tropes particularly egregious. The paternalistic attitude of 
white writers clearly depicted in the literature is indicative of the paternalistic 
relationship between the colonial powers they belong to and Vanuatu on a broader 
economic and governing scale. 
There is clearly room for authors, particularly in the genre of travel/expatriate 
memoir, to develop more vivid characters, and a more profound connection with, and 
empathy for, the ni-Vanuatu people. Choudhury states that it is important to 
recognise “that cultural historiography has played its part in a process of intellectual 
engineering whereby structures of knowledge acquire validity over time” (2016, 75). 
Through a postcolonial analysis of of creative work set in Vanuatu, I have been able 
to identify the recurring tropes and see how they have become ingrained into the 
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body of literature, yet it is important to realise that this does not make them valid. 
This analysis allows me to have greater postcolonial awareness, which will in turn be 
helpful in accurately and sensitively representing ni-Vanuatu people.  
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Chapter 4:!Representing Domestic Staff in 
Literature 
The relationship between my family and Annie, a ni-Vanuatu woman who was 
employed by my parents as a domestic worker, is given significant attention in my 
creative work. I contend with the discomfort I feel about this relationship throughout 
the memoir, which as stated earlier, is a central finding of this thesis. This chapter 
seeks to contextualise my own personal understandings within a broader body of 
social, cultural and political understanding. Within the body of literature set in 
Vanuatu, it is difficult not to replicate the depiction of colonial relationships in the 
portrayal of domestic staff, due to the employer/employee nature of the relationship 
and the neo-colonial environment that exists in Port Vila. Writing a memoir set in 
Vanuatu which includes domestic staff characters, from my Australian perspective 
means there is a risk, that by doing so, I am replicating the colonial portrayal of 
domestic staff. Therefore, this chapter will seek to analyse the various 
representations of domestic staff that exist in literature, which will inform and 
question my own understandings. Section 4.1 will detail the role of domestic workers 
in Vanuatu, section 4.3 will examine and elucidate a number of misconstructions that 
exist and finally section 4.4 will summarise the representations of domestic workers 
within creative works set in Vanuatu.   
A key finding from my textual analysis is that very little literature set in 
Vanuatu addresses the complexities of the relationship between domestic staff and 
employer. Domestic workers in Vanuatu receive very little media attention, despite 
the fact that it was the most common occupation for women in Vanuatu in 2000, 
although more recent data is not available (Government of Vanuatu 2000, 189). 
Ultimately, women who are employed as domestic workers are marginalised in 
society and in literature. In my memoir, Annie, a woman who was a domestic worker 
for my family plays a hugely significant role in the narrative. Beyond that, the ni-
Vanuatu carers that looked after my father also feature as significant characters in the 
text. Ultimately, I aim to characterise them in a way that is different to what is seen 
in existing literature.  
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Commenting on the neo-colonial environment in Vanuatu, it is clear that 
“domination is not only about economic subjugation but also penetrates the minds 
and bodies of the oppressed” (López 2005, 11). In neo-colonial Port Vila, it is 
domestic workers, women known as ‘haosgels’ (house-girls) who are vulnerable to 
oppression (Rodman et al. 2007). To understand the dynamic that exists within these 
relationships, it is important to identify the titles of ‘masta’, ‘missus’ and ‘haosgel’, 
commonly used in Bislama (Kraemer 2003, 11). While terminology is changing, and 
younger generations are moving away from these colonial titles, it is still common to 
hear white women being called ‘missus’ (Mrs). This terminology is emblematic of 
the well-established colonial dominance that is embedded in this role (Kraemer 2003, 
27).  
4.1! THE ROLE OF DOMESTIC WORKERS   
In Vanuatu, the expatriate society shares in a privileged lifestyle, which is 
elevated through the support of domestic workers. Postcolonial theorist Albert 
Memmi identifies that “the coloniser partakes of an elevated world from which he 
automatically reaps the privileges” (1991, 13). While Vanuatu is now independent, it 
is not difficult to identify “compensating mechanisms by which whiteness manages 
to reassess and reinvent itself in forms that continue to assert its privilege and 
prestige” (López 2005, 21). Participant A2, who lived as an expatriate in Vanuatu, 
explained that in Port Vila there is a “sense of entitlement that comes along with just 
being white [in Vanuatu] … it’s not like they are people who were born into money 
or they worked for it … it’s purely based on their skin colour” (Personal interview, 
17 November, 2015). A product of this entitlement is the lifestyle that can only be 
achieved with the support of domestic workers.  
The title ‘house-girl’ is given to the ni-Vanuatu women that work for expatriate 
and increasingly ni-Vanuatu families, whose role is difficult to define, being both 
extensive and intimate. In other terms a domestic worker could be referred to as a 
‘nanny’, ‘maid’ or ‘cleaner’; they are employed privately by a family to work, 
generally full time, as a cleaner, babysitter and cook, and are exclusively female 
(Rodman et al. 2007). In order to free the dominant woman from the gender-defined 
roles of domestic duties, another woman takes them on. In domestic service it is 
evident that an “asymmetrical power” balance exists between the female employer 
and female employee, demonstrating the divide between “dominant and subordinate 
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groups of women” in private households (Stasiulius and Yuval-Davis 1995, 16). In 
Vanuatu this is a significant industry; according to participant B1, it is unusual for an 
expatriate household not to employ a domestic worker (Personal interview, 12 
January, 2016). The inexpensive employment of these women has allowed 
expatriates to attain a certain standard of living that would otherwise be impossible 
(Rodman et al. 2007, 11). It is clear how the divide between those that are privileged 
and those that work as domestic staff is perpetuated in the neo-colonial environment 
of Vanuatu.   
Due to the intimacy of this relationship, many expatriate and ni-Vanuatu 
households refer to their domestic worker as ‘family’, however Jolly indicates that 
“despite being referred to as ‘family’ by their employers, the unequal relations… are 
palpable” (Jolly 2009, 387). In the colonial and postcolonial literature of theorists, 
such as Bhabha, Slemon and Suleri there has been a degree of speculation on what 
Suleri defines as the ‘peculiar intimacy’ between coloniser and colonised. According 
to Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, a primary focus of contemporary postcolonial 
theory is conveying the “complex ‘intimacy’” between coloniser and colonised, 
without explicitly outlining the “persisting and historic inequalities” that exist (1995, 
86). The literature set in Vanuatu perpetuates negative stereotypes as opposed to 
focusing on the inequalities in these relationships as seen in other geographical 
regions.   
Kraemer has identified that where jobs should be well defined and 
indiscriminate, “the boundaries between the paid domestic worker and the employer 
are extremely personal, continually changing, and are founded less on work 
achievements than on class, race and gender assumptions” (2003, 36). These 
assumptions cause the greatest tension within this relationship, as ultimately 
“domestic workers and their employers are not free and equal participants in 
interaction” (Cock 1989, 4). Kraemer’s research included interviews with a number 
of domestic workers and found that they described the majority of their experiences 
as negative. It is interesting to note that a total of 73% of domestic workers employed 
by expatriate employers felt as though they had been, or were being, socially 
mistreated by their employers, while only 38% of women working for ni-Vanuatu 
households felt this way (Kraemer 2003, 200). This identifies that there is a greater 
gap in social understanding and respect between expatriate employers than ni-
Vanuatu employers. Kraemer also found that “the idea that domestic work is 
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demeaning work does not hold true for all women in Vanuatu” (2003, 51), which 
speaks against the trope of the beast of burden. 
 
4.2! IDENTIFYING MISCONSTRUCTIONS OF DOMESTIC WORKERS 
In order for colonisers – or in this circumstance, expatriate employers – to 
enjoy the benefits of their privileged status and capitalise on the environment they 
exist in, “it is necessary that he coats it with this texture of inevitability, reducing the 
subject to a mere instrument perpetuating the scheme” (Choudhury 2016, 17). 
Through my interviews with key informants, I found it is clear that many employers 
of domestic staff in Vanuatu approach their relationships with this same sense of 
‘inevitability’, which offers a justification for the state of affairs. For example, 
participants B2 and A1, who when living in Vanuatu have employed domestic 
workers, justified this relationship in their interviews by stating that they are offering 
employment to someone that would otherwise not have a job, they pay above 
minimum wage and they may support their domestic worker beyond what is 
required, such as paying school fees for their employee’s children (Personal 
Interview, 2 October, 2015 and Personal Interview, 12 January, 2016).  
Based on her research Kraemer discovered that employers also misconstrue 
their domestic worker in order to justify this imbalanced power relationship, 
specifically, by perceiving them as child-like, sexualised, dishonest or invisible 
(2003). Adams and Dickey indicate that within paid domestic work relationships, 
many employers “adopt an ‘adult to child’ way of interacting, regardless of age, 
because, as with children, they perceive their paid domestic workers to lack 
experience, intelligence, and competence” (2000, 16). Maternalistic and paternalistic 
relationships are built on a parent having control; furthermore, it is a common view 
that children are ‘non-threatening’ (Kraemer 2003, 130). By developing this 
perspective, employers feel less uncomfortable about letting a stranger be an intimate 
outsider in their private home. The very phrase ‘house-girl’ positions ni-Vanuatu 
women as child-like.  
Employers also frequently treat domestic workers as ‘invisible’ in an effort to 
cope with the intimacy of the relationship. Kraemer identifies that in order to 
overlook the social context in which they and their paid domestic workers live, and 
to avoid coming to terms with a moral discomfort about the economic disparity in 
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their environment, employers instead render their employee invisible (2003, 146). 
This invisibility allows employers to co-exist with their employee in their private 
house more comfortably. As indicated, this invisibility extends to literature set in 
Vanuatu, which sees very little representation of domestic workers. 
Another misconstruction that has developed is that domestic workers are 
dishonest. One expatriate that Kraemer interviewed acknowledged the imbalance of 
wealth distribution between employer and employee, saying, “people steal because 
there’s a reason – not being paid enough, not being paid what they were told they 
were going to be paid. So they steal. I don’t blame them” (2003, 161). The minimum 
wage in Vanuatu is very low and the privileged lifestyles of expatriates are in 
extreme contrast to the poverty often experienced by domestic staff.  
The final misconstruction identified by Kraemer is the sexual objectification of 
ni-Vanuatu domestic staff. Kraemer discovered a disturbing number of personal 
accounts from domestic workers of sexual advances and intimidation by their 
employers. This phenomenon is not unique to Vanuatu. Ann Stoler recognises that in 
other colonial contexts “servitude and sexual service” in domestic relationships are 
often linked (2002, 133). When looking specifically at the South Pacific, Kraemer 
commented that there are links between the exotic representations of this region and 
sexual objectification by expatriate employers (2003, 167). This is strongly 
influenced by the reoccurring trope of sexual exotification and idealism in Pacific 
literature, which has been evident in the analysis section of this exegesis.  
 
4.3! REPRESENTATIONS OF DOMESTIC WORKERS  
As already discovered, domestic staff characters in literature and film receive 
little to no attention, and when they are depicted, it is only to perpetuate tropes. In the 
1990 film, Till There Was You, a crime drama set in Vanuatu, domestic workers are 
occasionally seen walking through the house carrying food or cleaning. They are 
only directly addressed by the ‘masta’ after having dropped food. While this could be 
interpreted as an accurate representation of the exploitive relationship that can exist, 
there are some clear distortions of reality, most evidently in the women’s dress: grass 
skirts and small, revealing tops. This is a clear exotification of their image. In reality, 
most domestic workers wear traditional Mother Hubbard dresses, or modern Western 
clothes – with their skirts, tops, and other clothes all conservative in style. Sturma 
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indicates that “missionaries considered the exposed body as an invitation to sin and 
endeavoured to cover women in Mother Hubbard’s… covering women’s bodies was 
often considered a first step toward controlling their sexuality” (2002, 95). Therefore, 
by depicting the domestic workers in revealing clothes it characterises them as 
sexual, according to a Western audience.  
Today the representation of ni-Vanuatu women most familiar to the Western 
psyche would be a touristic one of the South Sea maiden, who is “central to the 
“timeless” Pacific of tourist promotions. Along with small children, she most often 
personifies the island welcome. Bedecked with flowers, she evokes both the power 
of nature and the promise of paradise” (Sturma 2002, 138). These modern tourist 
clichés derive from the original trope of the South Sea Maiden that existed in 
encounter literature. An author that helped further establish these tropes in the minds 
of his Western audience was James Michener, who wrote Tales of the South Pacific 
(1947), which he developed while stationed on Santo an island in the New Hebrides 
during World War II. Michener has written, “one of the most striking aspects of the 
wonderful new world was the brown-skinned native women… who made the most 
provocative gestures, understood in any language” (Michener and Day 1972, 163). 
According to Michener “paradise had always been in the South Pacific” and 
imperative to this lure were the “desirable women” (Sturma 2002, 2); these tropes 
clearly persist today.  
Overall a key finding from this research is that there are very few 
representations of domestic workers in literature set in Vanuatu. In my own creative 
practice, I have addressed this gap in literature by including the ni-Vanuatu woman, 
Annie, who was employed by my parents as a domestic worker, as a significant 
character in the text. As a key person in the narrative, I have aimed to write her as a 
fully developed character; I have also conducted thorough research into her life, and 
incorporated this research into my portrayal. When discussing the requirements of 
Pacific texts by white writers, Albert Wendt writes, “the imagination must explore 
with love/honesty/wisdom/and compassion; writers must… respect the people they 
are writing about, people who may view the Void differently and who, like all other 
human beings… who suffer, laugh, cry, copulate and die (1976, 58). It is this idea, 
which is guiding the memoir to sensitively represent the people I knew at the time in 
which the memoir is set.   
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Chapter 5:!Reflexive Conclusion 
This research agenda arose from a desire to be sensitive to the postcolonial 
setting of my memoir’s narrative. The portrayal of domestic workers wasn’t initially 
what prompted me to write, but became the research question because it was a 
stumbling block in my creative practice. From my own perspective I have written of 
the ease in which these relationships with ni-Vanuatu women form in childhood, but 
also of the discomfort in gaining more awareness as an adult. According to Stasiulus 
and Yuval-Davis, “in contemporary domestic service, the images that emerge of 
employers and employees respectively, are of white professional yet feminine 
‘superwomen’ in contrast with women of colour who are ‘naturally nurturing, docile 
and suited for degraded service work for racially/ethnically dominant families” 
(1995, 16). When I came across this statement during contextual research I felt 
conflicted that my own representation of Annie fit this image. That Annie was 
depicted, from my point of view, as nurturing and caring, became problematic. This 
is one example of where I have felt conflicted in writing these characters, and 
therefore have had to address this discomfort in my creative work through adult 
reflection.  
The memoir is told predominantly in the voice of a twelve-year-old child, 
interwoven with an adult narrative voice that better understands the complexities at 
play within the broader social context of this story. The voice of a child is naïve yet 
commanding, it has an element of authority in that it can expose the world for what it 
is with little predisposition. Writing from the perspective of a child is a tool that has 
been used in postcolonial literature, for example in the 1988 text A Small Place, by 
Antiguan writer Jamaica Kincaid. As Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin analysed, “by 
adopting the voice of a ‘knowing child’ Kincaid is free to question established 
colonial patterns of English superiority” (1995, 86). Interwoven throughout the child 
narration are adult reflections that examine the key themes of the memoir, which 
include barriers that impede understanding, including cultural and linguistic barriers, 
as well as exile and culture clash. These themes only become evident through the 
adult narrative, which has the advantage of hindsight. López in his study indicates 
that “whites who are shifting their paradigm from preserving privilege for some to 
44 Chapter 5: Reflexive Conclusion 
taking responsibility for promoting development of all have grappled with, or at least 
have not evaded, these uncomfortable feelings” (2005, 132). In many senses, 
confronting a sense of discomfort has been the key process of writing this memoir.  
Claudia Rankine, in her poetry, ponders the internal and external battles of one’s 
“self self” and ones “historical self” (2014, 14). Of her own experience she writes, 
“you mostly interact as friends with mutual interest and, for the most part, compatible 
personalities; however, sometimes your historical selves, her white self and your black 
self, or your white self and her black self, arrive with the full force of your American 
positioning” (2014, 14). This is a useful metaphor that can be applied to the context of 
Vanuatu and my own practice-led research experience. As an individual, I have made 
my best attempt at sensitively portraying the ni-Vanuatu domestic workers and carers 
that are characters in my memoir; however, my historical self is and will always be 
implicated in the colonial history of the place. My self self in the memoir is evident 
through my ethical engagement with the material and my serious attempts at a 
portrayal that has postcolonial awareness. However, my historical self is implicated in 
this broader power structure and imbalance.  
In conclusion, it is impossible to succinctly answer this research question, as 
there is no set formula on how to sensitively represent people of another culture in 
creative work. However, the central argument leads back to it being a writer’s duty, 
particularly in the field of memoir, to try and represent people sensitively and to 
approach complex topics from a well researched position, especially in 
circumstances such as these, when there are imbalances of power at play. I aim to 
write against the existing tradition of white writers; I am attempting to counter the 
predominant views and narratives about the relationship and power imbalances with 
female domestic workers in Vanuatu. It is, of course, an unbalanced relationship that 
exists between domestic worker and employer, and it cannot be resolved into a 
simple formula for ethical representation – or, indeed, resolved in a creative work. If 
some of the encounters between domestic workers and employers in my memoir read 
uneasily in the text, it is because ultimately this is an uneasy topic. I consider my 
memoir a work in progress, and I have realised that the success of this thesis is in the 
attempt. My historical self is inextricably linked to this narrative, however I, as my 
self self have made the best conscious effort to change my thinking and my 
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portrayals of ni-Vanuatu people, and to consider the crucial role ni-Vanuatu women 
in particular played in my childhood, and my own position in their lives.  
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Chapter One 
 
In 2005 we moved back to Vanuatu, back to where it all began. Dad was over 
halfway dead – past the midway point of his disease – but I didn’t know it yet.  
 Mum was the one that told me about the move back to Port Vila, another 
bomb-dropping conversation to have in the car, with serious eye contact and hand 
holding at every red traffic light.  
 “Gracie,” she said, glancing over to where I sat eating a finger bun, “how 
would you feel about spending a bit of time back in Vanuatu, maybe just a couple of 
months?” 
 “What?” 
 “Dad and I are thinking it’d be best if we move back to Vanuatu,” she said. 
The finger bun sat oozing coconut icing onto my hands. I looked at her, she 
looked at the road. She loosened one of her hands that tightly gripped the steering 
wheel to pat me on the shoulder. I shrugged away from her hand, a quick reflexive 
movement that was becoming habitual. 
“Things are getting really hard… I don’t know how much longer I can do 
this. Things will be easier in Vila.” 
“How?” 
“I don’t know. It’ll be easier to find help.” 
“What kind of help?”  
 “Help, Grace. You know. Nurses. Carers. The strangers in our house that 
you’ve been complaining about.” 
“Is it because I said I don’t like them eating my food?”  
She turned her face back to the road. Her Prada sunglasses were resting on 
top of her head, taming her thick red hair like a headband. Her eyes were fixed 
forward as she began breathing heavily through her nose. Her mouth kept opening to 
say something but no words came out. She swiftly put the sunglasses back down over 
her eyes, a shield in more ways than one.   
“It’s just Melissa I don’t like. Because she gets angry when I lie on Dad’s 
bed. The others are alright though.”  
“No, no. You don’t have to like them. I’m not asking you to like them.”  
“But I do like most of them.”  
54 The Hibiscus Fence 
“It’s not that.”  
“Why then?”  
Mum shrugged. She made a quick gasping sound that she choked back on. 
“We’re all just a bit stuck,” she said.  
This time when she reached her hand over to pat me on the shoulder I let her, 
reaching up with my own hand to touch her arm, transferring bits of sticky coconut 
icing onto her skin. She inhaled sharply, shaking her head, refocusing on the road.  
 We sat in silence for the rest of the drive, weaving through the streets of 
Brisbane towards our pink, ever-changing home that sat high on the bank of the 
river. Everything looked well maintained and perfect from the surface, but inside 
every wall and corridor was scraped and punctured, rooms that were once open and 
light had been morphed into what looked like a hospital. Sets of stairs sat hidden 
behind ramps, a forgotten feature, a mossy and dark memory. No one went to the 
riverbank anymore. There was no boat on the pontoon. Dad had exchanged his prized 
possession Island Time, in contra with the builder who made the wheelchair ramp 
into the house. The long stretch of riverbank that had once been a place for 
exploring, that had once been Dad’s domain of outdoors, sat sinisterly below the fish 
deck. Everyone called it the fish deck because of its shape. It was the only thing 
between the untamed greenery of the river bank and our house. Every so often limbs 
of branches and neglect would poke out from below the fish deck, like all the 
growing problems bubbling under the surface that no one seemed to mention.    
 Mum turned sharply into the garage, leaning herself forward onto the steering 
wheel like she no longer had the energy to hold herself upright.  
“When will we leave?” I asked.  
“Soon. You’ll start the school year there.” 
The conversation had begun with a question and ended in a firm full stop. I 
would be starting high school in Vanuatu.  
It wasn’t that unusual for us to be retreating to the islands. It was habitual to 
come and go. Skipping between Vanuatu and Australia, like a hot flat rock resting 
only for a moment in a child’s palm, before carelessly being tossed along the water’s 
surface. Australia seemed like the healthy option because we felt more connected to 
the world. Vanuatu was healthier because we didn’t. Vanuatu was the greener option 
– the bluer and the freer, at least in my memory.  
 “What about – .” 
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 The phone rang, a shrill disturbance that reverberated through the whole car. 
Whenever the phone rang I would glance at the caller id. Forever anticipating that 
call.  
“Mum what about – .”  
She pressed the accept button on the steering wheel of her car. I sat back in 
my seat with force and swallowed with every lick of the coconut icing the questions 
that sat under my tongue. What about Monty? What about my friends? Can I have a 
goodbye party?  
There was no time to sit for hours playing with Monty our dog, or for tearful 
twelve-year-old goodbyes. Instead, I continued to dwell in uncertainty. The security 
of my early childhood, the sureness I had so willingly taken for granted had been 
disrupted by disease. Mum said that she thought everyone was stuck. She was right. 
It was like a family game of stuck in the mud. Dad was the most stuck, physically. 
For the rest of us, the longer we stood, the harder it would be later. There was no one 
to crawl through our legs so we could begin to run, to join in with life, catch up from 
where we were left.   
Somehow I thought living in Vanuatu would change everything. I wonder 
how many desperate and unsettled souls have packed up their life to find ‘paradise’, 
a place that only exists in the stories of James Michener and Somerset Maugham. I 
wonder how many left with their illusions broken and how many stayed anyway, just 
because they forgot how to live another life.  
 
The move was an ordeal for my parents. There was equipment to bring, nurses to line 
up, and even one that came with us from Australia. JR - Jennifer Rose, was 
quintessentially American, born and raised in country Indiana before moving to 
Australia. She made the transition to life in Vanuatu fun. She would make me a 
fluffernutter sandwich (peanut butter and marshmallow fluff) when Mum wasn’t 
looking and would intentionally make the car bunny hop if she was driving me 
anywhere.  
The chaotic conditions of our arrival foreshadowed the year ahead. For my 
older sister Anna and I, it was like any other plane trip. We only had to fly two and a 
half hours before being deposited on Efate, the most populated island of Vanuatu. 
The plane bumped to a halt along the runway of the modest airport. I was sitting at 
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the window seat, my face pressed hard against the glass. My breath fogged up a 
patch, transforming the thick window into a canvas.   
 I was ready to draw a smiley face, when Anna leant over me, her finger 
etching a palm tree onto the glass, an addition to the rows of trees in the distance. 
 “Back again,” she said. 
 “No sitting under the coconut trees,” I said, poking dots on the window. 
 “What are they meant to be?” Anna asked. 
 “Coconuts falling,” I said.   
 Anna wiped her hand quickly over the window. 
 “Why did you do that?”  
 I turned in my chair to where Mum was up, wiping Dad’s mouth under the bi-
pap machine. We were all spread out over multiple rows of the aircraft, with the 
spare battery packs, the bi-pap machine, the whizzer bottle (just in case). Air 
Vanuatu had given us the few extra rows free of charge. Mum had connections at Air 
Vanuatu where she used to work. Even if she hadn’t worked there we would have 
ended up with that special treatment. She had a gift of always seeming to know 
someone somewhere and had a way of getting the most from people. Dad was the 
perfect prop in this manipulation.   
 “Mum did you see what Anna just did?” I asked.  
 “I can’t look now girls.” 
“Guys, just go on down with the other passengers,” said JR.  
 We joined the queue of tourists waiting to escape the plane. I looked back 
towards Mum, JR and Dad. I was not the only one doing so.  
 “Hey Anna?” I asked, “how’s Dad going to get out of the plane?” 
 She looked at the row of people going down the stairs onto the tarmac, key 
observation being that there were stairs. I quickly began flicking through my memory 
of all the times we have come and gone from Vanuatu. There were only ever stairs.  
 “Good question,” Anna said. 
 “Have you ever even seen someone in a wheelchair in Vanuatu?” I asked. 
 “I don’t think so. But they probably aren’t in town and stuff.”   
 I looked back to where Mum, JR, an air hostess were all in deep discussion, 
pointing at Dad. The airline had thought to provide the skinny plane wheelchair, yet 
somehow no one had anticipated this dilemma of how Dad would get from the plane 
to the ground below.  
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Dad was just sitting there, as usual, looking straight ahead, only because he 
couldn’t turn his neck. I could see his eyes straining off to the side, trying to look at 
the people discussing his impending plane exit. His eyes were saying what his mouth 
couldn’t and that was along the lines, ‘would you please keep me in the loop.’   
At forty-six years old with a life time of perfected whistling, Dad realised one 
day that he could no longer do it. He noticed a slurry drunk quality to his voice, his 
slack grip that would send a tennis racket flying from his hand and a joke, not 
particularly funny, that left him spraying dinner party guests with red wine. After 
months of testing, of ruling out brain tumours and multiple sclerosis, that had Mum 
lulled into a false sense of relief, Dad was eventually diagnosed with motor neuron 
disease (MND), otherwise known as ALS. It is a neurological disease that involves 
the degeneration of motor neurons, the pathway that connects your brain to your 
muscles. Essentially your muscles begin to waste away and you lose all ability to 
control them. There’s no cures or treatments available for this fatal disease. Dad was 
given 18 months. That was four years ago. He was a pretty stubborn guy.  
 “Come on, don’t worry,” Anna said, poking me in the back to keep walking.  
I took a gulp of air as I stepped off the plane onto the steaming hot tarmac of 
the Bauerfield International Airport. Breathing in the tropical air was all it took for 
Australia to get blown away, to flush everything out. It was the punching humidity, 
the smell of Vanuatu slapping me full in the face that pulled my mouth into a smile 
and sent a tingling to my fingers that made me want to clap in excitement: the 
combination of a salty breeze and the lingering distant smoke from a fire. Even the 
smell is humid, sitting sticky and heavy in my nostrils. It’s the smell of fresh fruit 
from the market ripening in the heat. It is a low tide on Erakor lagoon where the 
breeze carries with it the scent of exposed, salt crusted, corals and dead crabs.  
With no aerobridge in Vila, it was eventually decided without his 
consultation, that Dad would be lifted in the wheelchair and carried down the plane 
stairs by two ni-Vanuatu men who worked as ground crew. Everyone was watching 
on, the snaking line of tourists, the people who stood on the roof of the airport 
waiting to greet their loved ones.  
It was only Dad who realised the problem in facing forwards down the stairs. 
His nostrils flaring, eyes popping wide like a frightened horse, he ground his teeth, 
trying to let someone know he was slipping forward, staring down the steep descent 
towards the black tarmac below. Mum told me she hushed him, which I’m sure she 
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felt bad about afterwards. Especially considering Dad delivered her a lecture on the 
practicalities of it all once he was finally set up on the computer and able to 
communicate. He had been stewing on it for three days, so it was quite thorough.  
I was too engrossed in my own excitement to look at Dad who was willing 
the muscles he had no control over to keep him in place. Instead I was looking 
beyond it all to the sloping rich emerald green hills lined with coconut trees and 
dotted with cows. I stood at the bottom of the stairs, enthusiastically inhaling island 
air again with the desperation of a smoker off a ten-hour flight. It was so familiar and 
all embracing.  
It’s scary to think that it all could have ended, the adventure over before it 
had begun with Dad falling splat, face first on the tarmac, the horrific beginning to so 
many tourists’ holidays as they waited in line and the end of ours. As an adult I 
cannot imagine the stress of feeling your body fall and being powerless to do 
anything, even cry for help. I never thought of Dad as disabled. I would never 
describe him like that. To me he was just sick. Calling him sick meant it could be 
temporary, a phase, kept separate from the tiny ball of magical memories of when he 
was well.  
 
We had a few days before school started to pretend we were just on holiday at 
Pacific Lagoon Apartments – the twelve holiday units my parents owned. No one in 
our family ever said the name of them without ‘beeaaaauuuutiful’ in front, 
mimicking what used to be my Dad’s slow rural Queensland drawl. The best part 
about them was their location on Erakor lagoon. If you stood at the water’s edge and 
looked left, the water became a darker blue as it narrowed to form the second lagoon, 
nambatu, which snaked deeper inland, shadowed by the over grown mountainous 
jungles of the inner island. If you looked right, there was the ocean with a reef that 
doubled as a barricade between the ‘scaries’ of the deep blue and the clear lagoon 
water.  
I was excited to be in Vanuatu – to swim in Erakor lagoon; to eat a pain au 
chocolat from Au Péché Mignon, the French bakery in town, and most excited to see 
Annie, our house-girl. Annie came every day, except Sunday. It was torturous to 
arrive on Saturday night, knowing I would have to wait until Monday morning to see 
her.  
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 At the time of Annie’s impending arrival, I was strategically situated in the 
apartments’ office. From there I could look out the doorway to where the coral 
driveway met up in the distance with Pango road. I leant out of the office when I 
heard the slow slamming door of a bus. The local bus system in Vanuatu was very 
convenient. A bus was a mini van with a ‘B’ at the front of the number plate. You 
could be picked up and dropped off wherever you wanted. There were no bus stops 
and the fare back then was a flat rate of 100 vatu, roughly $1.  
It was easy to spot them, the three house-girls that worked at the apartments 
and Annie (who flitted between working at the apartments and just for our family), 
all ducking out of the bus doorway and drifting down the driveway in a scattered 
formation, their woven baskets slung over their shoulders. The women would often 
arrive together, as they all lived in neighbouring villages. Not kastom villages to 
Efate, but villages that just appeared one day and would vanish another, that were 
squats without any order or permanency. 
To me Annie stood out, the way people who are so familiar to you always do, 
even in a crowd. Annie was tall and skinny with only the beginnings of a round belly 
that came with middle age. As usual, she was wearing clothes that had previously 
belonged to my Mum. The greens and browns Mum favoured to compliment her red 
hair looked different on Annie.  
 “They’re here,” I called.   
 I ran out of the office onto the driveway that led towards the main road. I had 
no shoes on and the coral rocks dug into my feet. I tried to run despite the pain, 
which caused me to do a strange hobble. Now that we were back living in Vanuatu I 
knew I needed tougher feet. Feet for the islands.  
 “Hey, Grace Grace,” Annie called from a distance.  
 All of the house-girls waved at me as I tottered my way quickly over the coral 
rocks. Annie began walking quickly, her flip flops slapping the back of her heels 
with every step. I reached her first, wrapping my arms around her waist, my head 
nestled on her belly. She bent down and squeezed me hard, shaking me to either side. 
I was hit, as always, with the sticky sweet smell of coconut oil, which Annie put in 
her hair.  
Eventually she pushed me back, a hand on each of my shoulders and 
whistled. 
 “Hey Grace Grace, yu wan big fela gel now,” she said.  
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 I laughed because I knew she was only saying that. I didn’t think I had grown 
in the past six months, since the last time I’d been in Vanuatu.   
Annie pushed me on towards the other house-girls. She was just like my 
Mum, instructing me to say hello. Netty, Dora and Helen had all caught up and I got 
passed around to be cuddled and assessed by each of them. I walked the rest of the 
way down the driveway holding Annie’s hand, which was smooth, her grip secure.  
The house-girls always arrived in their own clothes, often long skirts with 
singlets or t-shirts, before getting changed into their Mother Hubbard dresses in the 
staff shed at the back of the apartments. I suppose looking back that was their 
uniform, but when I asked Mum about it recently she told me how she always let the 
house-girls pick their own uniform. They would go to town to select the fabric and 
then get the dresses made. The colourful Mother Hubbard dresses were long and 
baggy, falling midway down the calf with small puffy sleeves and tied bows. They 
were conservative dresses, having originally been introduced by missionaries. I had 
been gifted many Mother Hubbard dresses over the years. At some point around that 
age I decided I didn’t like them. The crisp fabric scratched at my skin, and the the 
oversized bowed dress made me feel like a tourist, specifically the preaching kind. 
One of the nurses was so excited to give me one that year, to wear on the plane back 
to Australia. Instead I wore my own clothes underneath, so I could take the dress off 
as soon as I got to the airport.   
As we neared the apartments, Mum came out of the office, waving both her 
hands in the air. Anna also appeared, pulling the headphones of her Walkman out as 
she fled towards Annie, who dropped my hand in anticipation.   
“Halo olgeta,” Mum said. 
She walked up to everyone and kissed them on both cheeks. A leftover 
tradition from French colonialism. Mum’s Bislama was terrible, but it was always 
amusing.  
“Halo Missus,” they each said to Mum.  
“Missus, e gud?” Annie asked. 
“Mi gud tumas now mi luk yu fela. And you, how are you all?” Mum said.  
“Gud missus,” they each said. 
These initial meetings were always smiles and kisses. Over the coming days 
any problems with the current manager would be raised with Mum one by one. 
Annie in particular seemed to clash with every manager we had. Mum explained to 
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me years later she thought it was because Annie was so clearly on our side, her 
closeness to our family was palpable and that would have been threatening to 
managers. “They want their own people,” she said. 
There was a particularly tense time when one of the managers actually fired 
Annie. He justified his decision by saying that Annie was stubborn and strong 
headed and that she refused to arrive on time, even though he had given her countless 
warnings. Dad had stood by the manager’s decision, much to our distress. It was 
around the time when he was diagnosed and was hit with the untimely reality of his 
mortality. He was desperately putting things in place, anxious about leaving things a 
mess, not that I’m excusing him. He thought he should stick by the manager’s 
decision because we weren’t there and he couldn’t undermine his authority. 
Thankfully, that manager did not last long.  
“Mr. Murray e stop?” Annie asked.  
“Yes he’s in unit eight,” Mum said.  
“Hemi gat voice blong hem?” Annie asked, her forehead creased with 
concern. 
“No. Hemi no gat walk mo voice mo every something,” Mum said. 
The house-girls shook their heads and tsked their tongues, angry at the 
thought of it.  
“He wants to look all of you and say hello,” Mum said, leading everyone to 
the unit Dad was in.  
When we first arrived, Mum, Anna and I lived in one apartment while Dad 
was temporarily set up in another. The units were next door to each other. They both 
had the same welcome mat outside, the same brown tiles and the same, high walled 
bath surrounded by bleached white corals and cowrie shells. Outside Dad’s unit there 
were endless piles of slip on foot wear that had been worn down to the sole. Outside 
our unit there was only ever one pair of sand filled, wet reef shoes.  
As we approached the unit the house-girls began to walk slower. Annie had 
Anna and I under each arm but she let us go, clasping her hands behind her back 
instead, as she slipped off her shoes at the front door.  
The units were designed to be open and airy so that the holiday guests could 
enjoy the view of the lagoon. Dad’s unit had been turned into an unrecognisable den. 
It was like walking into the hovel of a sleeping monster. Every window was covered 
by thick blinds designed to minimise all glare for a computer screen, there was the 
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consistent pulsing sounds of machines and a smell of decay, like dry lips peeling in 
winter.  
During those transition months if I knew Dad was in bed, I would not hesitate 
to go in. As he lay motionless I could simply talk at him, give him a kiss on the cheek 
and be on my way, usually back into the lagoon. If he was ‘on’ the computer this meant 
he was wearing his cap, connecting the infrared dot at the end of it to the camera on 
his computer, Andy, which he had named after a particularly helpful IT guy. Using the 
remaining muscles that he could control in his neck and head, he could use the 
technology to connect to the world. But it was a slow process that left me longing to 
flee from the room where the air felt thick with sickness.  
 “Murray stop long bed. Hemi not able to use the computer to talk. But come 
in and say hello. When he’s next up you can have a proper chat,” said Mum.  
The house-girls shuffled forward, their bare feet padding on the brown tiles 
they mopped each day.  
Dad’s disease had progressed a lot since the last time he had been in Vanuatu. 
I don’t think any of the house-girls had ever seen someone that sick because they 
didn’t know anyone that had those luxuries. Death would have come a lot sooner, 
and who knows, maybe that would have been better. I could sense their sadness and 
shock in the small mutter and click of their tongue as they walked into the room. All 
of them whispered a ‘sorry’ under their breath. A word so overused and meaningless 
in Australia that has such profound impact on me in Vanuatu. The word is thought 
about and mulled over in the mouth before being sung out in two low whispered 
syllables.  
Annie was the first one to go up to Dad. She grabbed his hand that lay lifeless 
on top of the blanket and shook it, gripped in both of her hands.  
“Halo, Mr. Murray,” she said. 
Dad raised his eyebrows in greeting. A silent hello, how are you, don’t worry 
it’s still me.  
Annie raised her eyebrows back and stepped off to the side so the next person 
could greet him. The procession continued with each staff member going up to Dad’s 
bed to shake his motionless hand. They would both raise their eyebrows at each other 
in greeting.  
Mum talked throughout the entire time.  
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“Look Muz, everyone has come to say hello. Look how much stuff we had to 
bring from Australia. Time me come long plane all man hemi must karem chair blong 
Murray down all stairs. You’ll all have to meet JR, one of the nurses from Australia. 
But hemi wan woman American. She’s very funny…”  
After the greetings that were narrated by Mum’s monologue, we all went 
back outside into the sun. Annie was sniffing as she left the unit, dabbing at her eyes 
with the sleeve of her top when she leant over to slip her shoes back on her feet.  
After wiping at her eyes she looked at Mum, “Mi sorry tumas, Missus,” she 
said.  
The other house-girls echoed Annie’s sentiments, all of them reaching out to 
touch Mum, whose eyes began to fill.  
“Wait till tomorrow,” said Mum, coughing away the emotion. “When he’s up 
on the computer he’ll be bossing everyone around like normal. You’ll see.”  
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Chapter Two 
I found solace playing with sea cucumbers in the lagoon on the morning of my first 
day of school. I sat collecting the creatures just to run my fingers along their 
underside, to feel their soft velvety skin. The tide of the clear blue water was up to 
my belly button as I sat on my knees, the bottoms of my thick reef shoes tucked 
under my legs. I tried to flatten my hands perfectly on top of the water, trying to stay 
completely still, like him, trying to feel what it was like not to be able to move. Yet 
still being able to feel. I could never do it, breaking my concentration by splashing 
my hands deeply into the cooler water at the bottom of the lagoon. 
I pulled the sea cucumbers in my reach closer towards me and fanned them 
out in the sand. I picked up a mottled black and brown one, that was long and skinny. 
It seemed to mould into my hand, the end slipping between my two fingers. 
“Get ready for school,” I said, speaking as the voice of the mum.  
I spoke under my breath so anyone walking past wouldn’t hear. I knew I was 
bordering on the age where this would be deemed embarrassing.    
I picked up the smallest sea cucumber that was only as long as my pinkie and 
as fat as my big toe. “I don’t want to go to school,” said the baby sea cucumber, “I’m 
going to run away and build a coral cave to live in.” 
 “Wait till your father hears about this!” said the mother.  
I looked from above at the water around me. There was no sea cucumber in 
the water around that would make a good Dad, just some tiny sandy coloured starfish 
the size of my hands. The story needed a Dad, but I had to venture further out into 
the lagoon, over the section of seaweed to find the larger sea cucumbers that sat like 
weighty round cylinders of cookie dough in my palm.  
I pulled my goggles back over my eyes. They made a popping sound as I 
peeled them off my fore head, leaving a red mark that would stay with me for my 
first morning of school. I hovered my face in the salty water, contemplating whether 
or not I would swim out over the green weeds. It was not a long section, about five 
meters, but the seaweed made the water look dark. I thought that all of the scary 
creatures of the lagoon, which I had been warned about, must live in that section – 
the stone fish, the black and white striped sea snakes, the cone shells that could shoot 
poisonous darts.  
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With my head hovering just under the water I heard Anna yelling my name, a 
muffled faraway annoyance. I didn’t want to leave the peace that came with having 
ears submerged in water, the only noise the distant buzzing of the Erakor Island 
ferry. How long could I possibly stay there? If I could have, it would have been all 
day. But with the air knocking at my puffed cheeks, I surfaced. Goggles still on, I 
turned towards Anna who was standing on the cement path beside the hibiscus hedge 
that ran at hip height along its edge. Hibiscus hedges were a common site in Port 
Vila, because they act as a tropical fence. A subtle boundary, where the big red 
flowers distract you from the divide.  
“What are you doing? You have to get ready for school.” 
 “I know. I will,” I said.  
“Are you playing with sea slugs again?” 
“They are sea cucumbers, not slugs. And no. For your information, I want be 
a marine biologist. So that means it’s not playing.” 
“You’re probably getting too old for that.”  
I poked my tongue out at her, but then, deciding that was too childish a thing 
to do, I gave her the ups instead but quickly put my hand back under the water. She 
just rolled her eyes, plucked a red hibiscus flower, put it behind her ear and walked 
away.  
I pulled the goggles off and as they got tangled and caught in my hair I only 
yanked harder tearing away tufts of brown hair that were knotted in the straps. I 
picked up the little sea cucumber, inspecting it lying there lifeless on my palm before 
throwing it as far as I could into the deep lagoon. It didn’t even splash.   
Now as I come and go from Vanuatu I try to recreate the fantastical embrace 
of Erakor lagoon. It is like walking past a stranger and smelling something so 
familiar that you cannot place. The lagoon is still as beautiful and magical as it 
always was, but the Grace Grace who can exist in its fantasy is gone.  
 
Once dressed in my new school uniform and having eaten half a fresh grapefruit 
from the markets for breakfast, I went into the unit next door to say goodbye to Dad.  
 “Good morning,” I said, as I walked through into the main area, always 
conscious to announce my presence.  
 Dad’s skinny hospital bed was set up in the living room so it was like walking 
straight into his bedroom to be confronted with the failures of the human body.  
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 “Grace,” said Lewani, “Yu luk nice tumas.”   
 Lewani was quickly becoming my favourite nurse. She was always smiling at 
me, even though she didn’t have many teeth left. Her face was animated. She had a 
way of exaggerating her expressions, like she was always talking to children. If she 
ever did anything to frustrate Dad, which was frequently, with his often repeated 
phrase on the computer, ‘shut the bloody door Lewani’, she would just pull her 
bottom lip under the top and giggle, brushing off his rudeness immediately. She was 
from Erakor village across the lagoon and when she arrived for work, no matter what 
time of day or night, you could always tell that she had just had a shower. I think 
why she won me over so quickly was because she gave me just as much attention as 
she did Dad. She had already promised me that she would take me to her village to 
go fishing with her granddaughter.  
 “Hi Lewani. Hi Dad,” I said. 
 Lewani was standing beside the bed syringing coffee into Dad’s peg, the 
feeding tube that sat above his belly button. The bed was only skinny but I got up on 
it to lie beside him. Our relationship in some ways stalled when he got sick. At that 
time, I was eight years old, so I forever acted like that. Until I didn’t, and I began to 
avoid him entirely.   
 “First day of school today,” I said. “I don’t really know what to expect. It’s 
going to be a bit different I think. But it does finish at 1:30 in the afternoon, which is 
pretty cool.”  
 I looked at Dad’s face. He blinked once. Yes, he agreed the early finish time 
was cool. Lewani was nodding along. We always had some difficulty communicating 
with Lewani. She spoke Bislama, of course, but her other language was French. As 
Vanuatu had been colonised by both the French and the English, it was still common 
to hear both of those languages. I used to hear Mum trying to talk to Lewani in her 
school girl French. Fortunately, Lewani’s expressive face assisted in our 
communication. She nodded along to my soliloquy, eyes wide, bottom lip pulled 
under the top one.  
 “I better go,” I said getting off the bed.  
I turned to face Dad’s line of sight. “Does my hair look okay? I’ve still got to 
do my last bobby pin. Do you think the left side looks worse or the right?” I asked.  
 He blinked rapidly in succession.  
 “Sorry. Is the left side worse?” I asked. 
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Two blinks. No.  
 “The right side?”  
 One blink. Yes. 
 “Lewani what do you think?” I asked, turning to her.  
 “Yes, this side,” she said, pointing to the right side. She grabbed the bobby 
pin from my hand and tucked it into place.  
 She pulled me into a big tight hug before I left. All of the nurses tried to 
shower us with physical affection to make up for Dad’s inability to do so.  
 
On the drive to school, every deep, unexpected pothole made my nausea worse, as 
we lurched forward into the black gas streaming from the exhaust pipes of the buses 
in front.  
I leant away from Mum who I could sense was flicking her eyes between the 
road and me. I pressed my head against the glass window clenching my teeth each time 
we passed a person walking along the road.  
Out the dirty car window, Pango Road, with its overgrown shrubs, swished 
past my vision. One side of the road was flat land sloping down toward the lagoon, the 
other, a steep wall of messy jungle and coral rock outcrops that surged upwards to 
form Elluk hill.  
Sometimes Anna and I would put our arms out the car window so our hands 
would fly through the tall green grass. It was like feeling a hundred needles all at once 
in the side of our arm, but we felt alive because of it. Driving was always better with 
the windows down in Vila. That way you could smell the fire smoke and hear the 
island laughter and shouts of the people we passed by. Sometimes the grass on the side 
of the road got so tall and overgrown it would whack at the cars driving past. Then, 
when the grass was starting to encroach onto the road, a group of men would appear 
with machetes. I don’t know where they came from, maybe they were men from Pango 
village, or maybe they worked for the council, or maybe they really were, as Anna 
once told me to frighten me, prisoners from the low security jail. Whoever they were, 
they’d work all day under the sun, consistently thwacking at the tall green tufts, an 
image remnant of the country’s colonial history. Then the grass would burn. Piles of 
grass and rubbish, right there beside the road, sending swirling black smoke into the 
pink afternoon sky.  
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There were always a lot of people walking along Pango road, men who 
wandered slowly, machetes in hand, or women carrying baskets and children. I used 
to boast to my friends from Australia that if you wave at anyone in Vanuatu they will 
always wave back with a hand in the air, or at least raise their eyebrows and head in 
greeting, maybe even a machete, in a sharp salute. That’s how I thought of the place 
as a child, as simply a happy place with happy people.  
It didn’t help my nerves that morning before school as we lurched along in the 
manual car with Mum reminding herself to keep the steering wheel in the middle of 
the road. Another legacy of colonialism. The French won that round.  
By the time we arrived at Erakor House, the recently relocated Port Vila 
International School (PVIS), the sweat from my lower back had seeped through my 
white polo shirt and my tightly slicked hair was starting to come unstuck at the front, 
small brown tendrils curling around my scalp like a fuzzy halo. They perfectly 
framed the red imprint of goggles on my forehead that looked like an extra set of 
eyes.  
Erakor House was a yellow, two storey building that stood perfectly 
symmetrical boarded by a well-manicured green fence of hibiscus. The most 
formidable feature of the building was the split double staircase cascading in a semi-
circled arch to meet at the top and bottom. The brown thatched roof stuck out a meter 
from its extravagant pillars. The grandeur stopped there. The building was 
surrounded by sections of ground that were probably meant to be grass but instead 
were brown, light and dusty, or, as it often rains in the tropics, a thick muddy lake. It 
was set in the humid outskirts of Port Vila across the road from the dishevelled, 
broken and filthy Korman stadium, once a functioning sports centre and now a prime 
example of failed foreign aid.  
Surrounding the building in small, un-self-conscious clusters were different 
aged students all wearing a combination of the appropriate uniform, mostly the school 
shorts with either a navy or white collared polo shirt that had the PVIS logo in the 
corner – a black embroidered palm tree over ‘PVIS’. Students were allowed to wear 
any shoes they liked.  
I was both pleased and horrified that Mum had decided to walk us in. But what 
I was most horrified about, as I quickly glanced around at the students from one pair 
of legs in shorts to the next, was my skirt. Mum and I had an argument that morning 
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about the skirt after Anna decided to tell me where it came from. There I was, 
unquestioningly assuming my school skirt had come from the uniform shop. 
“Sorry, I thought you knew,” Anna said sarcastically. “Faye asked Mum to get 
the skirt specially made in Brisbane as an example for the future uniform.” 
Faye was Mum’s friend and the school principal. It was less than an hour till 
my very first day at a new school and I found out that I was wearing a part of the 
uniform that did not actually exist yet. The tears were real.  
It didn’t help that once we got to school I saw only shorts. I was shocked to see 
that most kids, in fact, were wearing a strange combination of the uniform that also 
included free clothes. The oversized, perfectly white runners that looked like balloons 
at the bottom of my skinny legs dragged behind in the dirt as I trailed after Mum and 
Anna, my pleated navy skirt fluttering in the wind.  
As we approached the building I couldn’t believe that was it, the entire high 
school, one building. It was a contrast from the inner city all girls school my sister and 
I attended in Brisbane with its ever-growing campus.  
Despite the small size of the campus, the walk from the hibiscus fence to the 
foot of the stairs took an eternity. At the base of the building, we came across two older 
girls that were clearly Distance Education Class (DEC) students, dressed in old singlets 
and shorts. There weren’t enough students to have classes from grade ten onwards, so 
they were all a part of the DEC program. Each student worked independently as they 
completed their education from their selected country or state. In reality, as Anna 
would quickly find out, this meant they were free to not do any work and wear 
whatever they wanted, which in her case was the carefully planned Lee frayed denim 
skirt with a green diesel t-shirt.  
Mum thought she was back in Brisbane, and she assumed these girls were 
assigned by the school to greet students. Their response clearly told us they had just 
found a good place to chat, but they begrudgingly informed us that the grade eight 
classroom, singular, was upstairs. We left Anna with them, despite her backwards 
glances.   
As I climbed the extravagant staircase I had to remind myself not to reach out 
to grab Mum’s hand. In the corridor we came across a group of girls who looked my 
age. I recognised one of them who had sandy blonde hair and freckles as Heidi, a girl 
I’d known over the years as I came and went from Vanuatu. Heidi’s heritage was 
American and Australian, but she was more ni-Vanuatu than anything else. She was 
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the kind of person that would never leave Vila; her life was entangled in the islands 
like the endless roots of a banyan tree. I probably wouldn’t have gone over by myself 
but Mum recognised her too, saying loudly to me, “Oh look, there’s Heidi.” 
Mum was always doing that to Anna and I. She used to say over and over, as 
if she needed to remind herself of the fact, “You wouldn’t believe it, but I was a very 
shy kid.” 
That’s how I found myself standing awkwardly with a group of girls from my 
class.  
“Bye girls. Bye Gracie. Have a good day,” Mum called, already walking away, 
the kiss she blew lingering like a question in the air. I drew my attention back to the 
group of girls, wiping my palms over the pleats of my skirt. 
“Did you guys see the new teacher? He has got a serious moustache and rides 
a motorbike,” the tallest girl in the group said.  
“So definitely a new teacher. Any new kids?” asked the brunette.  
“Well at least one,” the tall girl replied, glancing at me.  
“Apart from Grace,” said Heidi.   
I shrugged my shoulders and smiled.  
“What you doing in Vila anyway?” the brunette asked.  
“Yeah, you live here before or something?” the tall girl asked.  
“Um yes. So my family, we kind of come and go a bit,” I said. 
“You know Pacific Lagoon Apartments in Pango?” Heidi asked. 
“Oh yeah,” said the tall one.  
“I think so,” the brunette said.  
“That’s her parents place. Right?” Heidi asked me.  
“Yes, that’s right,” I said.  
“Right.” 
They stood looking at me nodding their heads. 
“You going riding this afternoon, Heids?” the tall one asked.  
I didn’t realise I had been holding my breath until the conversation was drawn 
away from me. For the rest of the time I limited myself to nodding and smiling. 
Fortunately, not long after an old hand-held school bell clanged and we filed into the 
classroom. The girls let me sit with them in the arrangement of desks. Of course, at the 
end of the line but nonetheless with them. Us six girls dominated the co-ed classroom 
of sixteen kids. I could not believe there were so few students in the entire grade, and 
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that number only diminished as the school year continued and people came and went, 
but mostly just went. 
There was another group of shyer looking girls and the rest were clusters of 
awkward, pre-pubescent boys scattered around the desks. I was used to all girls, all 
immaculately dressed in the same uniform, even down to the shade and thickness of 
the hair ribbons.  
In my grade eight class there were two ni-Vanuatu girls. One belonged to the 
group of girls I was sitting with, and the other was sitting by herself. She was the only 
person sitting by herself. The girl beside me saw me looking at her. 
“That’s Robina,” she said in a side stage whisper that was not all that discreet, 
“she’s actually like three years older than us. She hardly ever speaks.” 
I was staring at this older girl when she looked quickly up from the book in 
front of her. I smiled but her face remained the same, impassive and disinterested.  
I would go on to notice throughout that year how Robina only ever ate lunch 
with the school cleaner and gardener. The three of them would sit together for every 
break – a young girl in a hand-me-down uniform, an older lady in a Mother Hubbard 
dress and a man with calloused hands, rough from gardening. They would sit outside 
on one of the wooden tables and chairs that was painted bright blue with flakes peeling 
away. She spoke only a handful of times in class. I tried to have conversations with 
her at the beginning of the year but stopped pretty quickly. After getting very little 
response from her I felt deflated. Now I can try and imagine how difficult it would 
have been to be surrounded by privileged students with supposed wealth and social 
groups. How painful it must have been for her each day to come to school when she 
so clearly didn’t want to be there. Although, here I am making assumptions. I can’t 
say I have any idea because I never had a proper conversation with her.  
I was preoccupied that first day, with my biggest concern being the skirt. 
Unfortunately, my fears were warranted as I discovered in assembly, which consisted 
of everyone sitting outside while whoever was talking stood out the front and had to 
yell to be heard. The DEC kids were the privileged older students that got to sit on the 
cascading stairs. Everyone else just sat in the dirt or grass, a messy clump of children 
sitting in the shadow of Erakor House.  
Faye, the school principal and responsible for my skirt, addressed everyone. 
She was a very tall lady that spoke fast and moved even quicker. Her voice, with its 
strong New Zealand accent had a strange rasp to it, like it was always dry. Her skin 
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was a patchy confusion of freckles; she looked like she’d lived in the tropics her whole 
life, which she practically had. She began with the usual welcome back to the school 
year at which point I began to tune out. When I heard my name repeated a few times 
my heart began to hammer loudly in my chest, as the blood rushed up to my cheeks. I 
stopped pulling at the grass in front of me and looked up.  
 “Grace, where are you? Stand up and show everyone the new skirt.” 
 My new friends who were sitting beside me all turned their heads my way, like 
cascading dominoes the whole assembly fixed their eyes on me. I had no other choice 
but to stand up, brushing the dirt off my bum as I did so, my face bright red.  
 I don’t know how long I stood up for, heart hammering in my chest so loudly 
that everyone must have heard. When I sat back down, it was like a rock dropping, 
straight into a cross-legged position so I could huddle into myself. After that I didn’t 
think my day could get much worse. I strategically stuck close to my new friends and 
waved inconspicuously at Anna from across the school grounds at lunch. The DEC 
kids all sat at a table around the side of the building. Us younger kids were left to sit 
on our lunchboxes in the dirt.  
“I’m definitely not going to get the skirt,” said the tall girl.   
“Yeah, me neither. I like the shorts.” 
“The shorts are the best,” said the brunette.   
“The skirt would get annoying. You wouldn’t be able to play soccer or 
volleyball or anything,” said Heidi.  
“I don’t even have one of the dresses.” 
“Oh yuck I hate the dress.” 
“Same problem as the skirt,” said the tall girl.  
I did not contribute to the conversation. I agreed with them entirely, yet I wasn’t 
enjoying being associated with something so impractical. I was almost grateful that a 
group of boys from our class approached us. One boy sauntered over away from the 
group standing just behind him. The girls stopped mid uniform conversation and 
turned to look at him. I had to squint as my face turned towards the sun.  
“You’re Grace right?” he asked me. 
“Yes. We’re in the same class. Nathan, right?” 
“Yeah that’s me.”  
“Okay.” 
“Hey, your old man’s in a wheelchair, isn’t he?” he asked.   
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 He was grinning at me, but I just stared back at him, my green eyes blank. All 
of my new friends were quiet, listening.  
 “Yeah,” I replied.  
I tried hard to maintain eye contact and keep my voice strong and clear like I’d 
been taught in speech and drama class.  
 “I thought so. My granddad told me. He works as a shipping agent at the dock. 
He knows your old man I think.” 
 “Okay.” 
 “So anyway. Yeah. See ya.”  
 My new friends quickly started talking about something else. I was glad they 
didn’t ask any questions. It was too early to have conversations about Dad and 
wheelchairs.  
Once in grade five, Dad had come to the father daughter ten pin bowling day. 
He used a wheelchair mostly for comfort but could still bear weight slightly. He was 
very skinny because he was only fed through the feeding tube and nobody outside the 
immediate family could understand his slurred speech. I don’t think he had wanted to 
go to the event with me, I think it was something that Mum forced him to do. I can 
appreciate now how much distress the day caused him. To have to arrive in a maxi taxi 
that could transport a wheelchair, to be asked by the staff at the bowling alley if he 
wanted to use the apparatus designed for children learning how to bowl, to be 
surrounded by healthy, capable fathers – something he had been only a year earlier. 
The next day when I went to school, a girl from my class asked if my Dad knew basic 
words and their meanings, she had used ‘what’ and ‘how’ as examples. She asked if 
he knew who I was. ‘Of course,’ I had told her, indignation not hidden from my face. 
‘He is the smartest person I know.’ It was hurtful only in ignorance, not malice. From 
that point on I made a point to avoid that girl. I also never asked Dad to come to any 
more father-daughter events.  
Nathan was just being curious, and in his own way, friendly. In Vanuatu, 
everyone knew everyone’s business. And everyone had their own story: some sad, 
some broken, some mad. They have a saying that the only people that used to go to 
Vanuatu before it became independent, back when it was a Condominium, were 
mercenaries, missionaries and misfits. It’s pretty much the same now, just more 
mercenary and misfit than missionary. Most kids in my class in Vanuatu had lives that 
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would not be easily defined as normal. It made being the girl with the sick Dad more 
bearable.  
The skirt incident was more traumatic to my twelve-year-old self. It’s funny 
that these were the thoughts that preoccupied me. I just wanted to fit in and even though 
I was certain I would only be at PVIS for one school term, I demanded Mum to get me 
two pairs of school shorts for the following day. Thanks to Annie’s almost daily 
washing, I never had to wear the skirt again.  
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Chapter Three 
A few months in and we were more set up, with Dad living in the house next door to 
the apartments. It was late afternoon, the sun was low, its orange light gliding over the 
still lagoon. For the Murray Kirk that existed in Vanuatu, that time of day had always 
been associated with drinking kava, the root based anaesthetic drink that is traditional 
in Vanuatu. Drinking kava is about quiet. I think he liked the experience so much 
because his life up until the age of twenty-six was spent in solitude, on rural 
Queensland properties surrounded by nature and not much else. The experience of 
kava is about the absence of sound, except for something soothing and repetitive. The 
lagoon was perfect for that experience and during that year every so often one of the 
gardeners from the apartments would take a plastic water bottle to the local nakamal 
and fill it with kava so Dad could sit by the water with the liquid running straight into 
his peg. Even when Dad wasn’t indulging in it, I often found him at that time of day 
lying propped on his left side in the singular hospital bed looking out over the water. 
To me it looked like the silhouette of sadness. But he wasn’t the sad one. Sometimes 
he even used to write, “I wouldn’t be dead for quids.” 
There was, every so often, the rare afternoon when that time of day went 
unnoticed by him. Those were the days, like today, when he was still on the computer. 
When having a good day was defined not by the colours in the sky or a sense of calm, 
but by productivity.  
As soon as I walked into the house I was enveloped by the Malian beats of Ali 
Farke Toure, who Dad affectionately called ‘Ali the old Farker’. Dad had an eclectic 
and extensive music library with many musicians from Africa and South America 
featuring, two of the continents where he had lived in his late twenties, working as an 
Overland bus driver and tour guide. He used to say he looked at his disease the same 
way he used to look at those trips. First he researched – everything, then he got 
prepared, bought his equipment and most importantly, expected the unexpected.  
“Hi, Dad. What’s happening?” I asked, as I sat in the office chair behind his 
computer, so I could face the screen. 
There was a round mirror above the computer, so that Dad could look up into 
it to see the people behind him. I would alternate between looking at his face in the 
mirror, to the computer screen to the back of his wheelchair where he had a small, fake 
number plate that said ‘DAD’ on it, which had been a father’s day gift from me.  
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I waited for him to minimise whatever business he had been doing and pull up 
the dasher alphabet program on his computer. He looked kind of strange as he wore a 
blue Le Meredien hat, which had been gifted by his friend who was manager at that 
hotel in Vila. It was especially stupid looking because it had a metal stick poking out 
from the brim that had been sticky-taped on. At the end of the stick was an infrared 
dot that you didn’t really notice. The dot calibrated to a small screen attached at the 
top of the computer. At that point in time, Dad still had the slightest movement in his 
neck, which was enough for him to control the mouse with the end of the hat. I didn’t 
understand the technology then and don’t even understand it now. Sometimes when 
people would come over they would have a go. They would put his hat on and sit in 
front of the computer. It would take so long for them to calibrate and once they had 
they would just aimlessly flick their head around before taking it off, giving up after a 
few minutes.  
Once the dasher program was open it got more complicated. It’s essentially a 
colourful maze of letters. It was quite trippy to look at the screen as letters would fly 
forwards towards the front and then disappear out the side. Only the caught letters 
trailed downwards to form words, to form sentences. Dad had to use the mouse to 
control the direction he wanted the mouse to go and that pulled the sentences together, 
allowing him to make something coherent from the mess.  
There was another program he could use to make the sentences be read aloud 
by the computer, it sounded like a stunted mechanic voice. A Stephen Hawking voice. 
He would use it unexpectedly if any family friends or other kids were around to make 
them laugh. They always thought it was hilarious, but I didn’t like it. Dad and I, if it 
was just the two of us, never used the voice. Instead I would just read what he wrote. 
Not out loud, but in my head.  
Hi#Grub.#How#is#school#going?#
“It’s okay I guess. The work is pretty easy.”  
What#are#you#learning?#
“Just the usual. In science we’re learning all about cyclones, though, which is 
cool.” 
That#is#relevant#here.#I#will#send#you#some#photos#I#have#of#Vila#after#
cyclone#Uma.#
“That would be cool. Thanks. When was Cyclone Uma again?” 
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It#was#1987.# I#had# just#bought#beautiful#PLA#by#accident#and#was#on#
one#of#the#outer#islands#when#it#happened.#I#did#not#know#what#I#would#come#
back#to.#
“Was everything okay when you got back?” 
Yes#not#much#damage.##
“Were you and mum worried about the place? Did the water from the lagoon 
come up?” 
I#had#not#met#mum#then.#She#was#still#living#in#Australia.#She#came#after#
Cyclone#Uma#you#know#to#work#for#Air#Vanuatu.#I#do#not#know#about#the#water.#
You#know#though#if#there#is#ever#an#earthquake#or#cyclone#and#you#see#the#
water#in#the#lagoon#go#out#to#sea#you#must#go#up#the#top#of#Elluk#hill.#
“Yes, I know Dad. We’re learning about tsunamis as well in class.” 
Goodd#h#
“Are you okay?”  
#I#have#t#to#recalibrateee###
“Okay. Do you want me to move your hat?” 
Without the computer I had to stand in front of him so I could look at his face. 
Without the computer Dad was completely unable to communicate except via blinking. 
So for the majority of time, when he didn’t have the energy, patience or stamina to be 
on the computer where he had a slow but efficient form of communication, we had a 
letter board. The board had three rows of letters and a fourth row just for vowels. One 
blink for yes, two blinks for no. If you took more than two guesses without going back 
to the board system Dad would start grinding his teeth. Our family didn’t actually use 
the board: a physical A3 laminated sheet of paper Dad had made up a while ago, in 
preparation for the degeneration, back when he could use a computer with his hands. 
We used the system but we didn’t need the sheet to tell us the letters, we just knew it 
in our heads. Dad would sit there staring at you, desperately waiting for the right letter. 
The quicker the process was, the happier he was. He did always say, “a quick game’s 
a good game”.  
“Do you want it further down?” I asked.  
One blink, I moved it slightly. 
Roslyn came back inside. Roslyn was younger than most of the other nurses. 
She wasn’t technically a nurse but was being trained to be a carer. For someone who 
had no health experience she was always very relaxed around Dad. I never saw her 
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getting stressed. She was always chewing gum and laughing in a high-pitched voice at 
everyone and everything. She was also very affectionate, would find a way to touch 
me on the arm every time she saw me, which I never minded. Her nails were painted 
in bright colours and when she was especially bored she would paint Dad’s toenails. 
Whenever Mum noticed the painted toenails poking out from under the blanket that 
covered Dad, she would say, “Toes look good, Muz.” 
Dad would just raise his eyebrows. Sometimes his face was so full of 
expression you could almost hear him saying, “Bloody Roslyn.” 
“You okay, Mr. Muzzy?” Roslyn asked Dad. 
Two blinks. 
“His hat isn’t sitting properly,” I explained. 
“Top line?” she asked.  
Roslyn picked up the laminated alphabet board from the desk. Roslyn was new 
and she needed to practice so I sat and waited, twisting back and forth in the office 
chair. As I twisted to the left my foot knocked something that went rolling away. I 
walked over and picked it up. It was a mango that had been sitting under Dad’s chair. 
I turned it around in my fingers, throwing it in the air and catching it as I went to sit 
back down.  
The process of getting Dad comfortable was taking so long, I could tell he was 
getting frustrated. I could see that the hat was now sitting awkwardly on his ear. Roslyn 
kept asking about the way the hat should be moving to calibrate, she couldn’t see his 
bent ear. I just reached over and flicked the hat so it was sitting comfortably again. 
Then I had to wait while Dad calibrated to each dot that appeared on the screen. Once 
that was done, I’d forgotten what we were talking about.  
 Did#your#bike#get#here#from#Australia?#
 “Yeah it’s here, except the wheels are both flat.”  
# You#can#ask#the#gardeners#to#help#you#pump#them.#That#is#easy#and#
you#should#learn#how.#
 “Ok, I’ll do it this weekend.”  
 What#else?#
# “Dad?” I asked holding up the fruit, “why was this mango on the floor?”  
 Annie#put#it#there#today.#When#it#is#under#the#bipap#I#can#smell#it.#She#
always#knew#they#were#my#favourite#fruit#because#I#used#to#make#such#a#mess.##
# “Yeah they’re my favourite too.” 
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 Best#place#to#eat#a#mango#is#in#the#bath#
# “Yeah, you wouldn’t have to worry about the mess”, I said, putting it back 
down near the bi-pap machine.  
 What#else?#
 That was Dad’s go to question that signalled he wanted the chats to wrap up, 
that he had other work to do.  
 “Nothing else.”  
Ok#well#I#have#some#more#work#to#do#before#I#get#off#the#computer.#It#
took#a#long#time#to#get#set#up#today.##
“Okay. Bye, Dad.”  
Tell#Roslyn#to#come#in.#I#have#instructions#for#her#to#–###
“Okay, see you,” I said, leaving before he finished the sentence.   
I had no cognisant understanding back then that our relationship was limited, 
was computer mediated and lacking in spontaneity. It was almost becoming all I knew. 
It wasn’t until I began writing these moments down. Until I began reading over my 
writing that I was struck by the constantly mediated nature of our relationship. The 
computer, Andy, was like another person standing in the way. Everything had to go 
through Andy when I wanted to talk directly to Dad. I missed his voice, something so 
defining of his character, a slow rural drawl. That voice, even then, was already gone 
to me. Instead I had Andy, who was mechanical and unaffectionate. Andy who used 
to sap Dad of his energy, who was temperamental and impatient, making it harder for 
him each and every day. I wanted to tell Andy to fuck off. 
 
We christened the house next door, where Dad lived, the lollipop house. Both inside 
and out it was painted an array of bright colours, boasting a lime green, pink, yellow 
and orange colour scheme. When I tried to explain that I lived in one place with my 
Mum and my Dad lived in the house next door, it sounded like my parents had some 
dysfunctional separation. Dad was just too sick to be accommodated in an apartment, 
as simple, and as complicated, as that. We were forever trying to make the abnormal 
normal. No one thought it was healthy for us to live in a hospital.  
Two of the gardeners, John and Hapi, cut a gap in the hibiscus hedge and the 
chain-link fence that ran between the apartments and the lollipop house, so we could 
come and go easily, wearing a track into the depths of the land like a vein. The block 
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was huge, running out towards the lagoon with the house sitting colourfully 
discombobulated in the middle. 
We never locked the doors because people would come and go at all times. The 
night watchman from the apartments just extended his laps a little more. It’s strange 
that we, or at least Dad, was living in the house where so many of our family friends 
had lived. They had become friends because they were our neighbours. When we were 
all little, children were constantly being deposited, like squirming sacks of flour, to the 
other side of the fence, wearing a dent into the sides of the hibiscus hedges. To be 
dropped off and collected by respective house-girls.   
Even though none of us slept there, we spent a lot of time over there. For a few 
weeks I practically lived in the lollipop house kitchen as I became obsessed with trying 
to make the perfect crème brûlée, in which the back of my spoon would crack the 
toffee into shards of sugary goodness. Anna spent hours playing tennis by herself, 
hitting the ball repeatedly at the wall outside. And Mum was always there making sure 
the ‘Murray Kirk Hospital’, as we called it, with its constant stream of visitors and 
rotating nurses, was running smoothly.  
After talking with Dad that afternoon, I wandered over the black and white 
tiled floor to find Roslyn and Mum in the kitchen. I interrupted whatever conversation 
they were having to tell Roslyn about the instructions Dad had begun to talk about. 
She didn’t look all that thrilled.  
Mum usually got on well with all the nurses; Dad was the difficult patient, I 
was the one that was hard to win over, and Anna didn’t seem to notice or care. Anna 
told me years later, that 2005 was the year the water began to boil around her. She 
gave the analogy of a frog sitting in a pot of water that was being slowly brought to 
the boil. The frog was completely unaware, oblivious to it’s surroundings becoming 
treacherous. She said that if that same frog had been placed into a pot of already boiling 
water it would jump out immediately, thinking ‘shit that’s hot’. She felt as though she 
was cooking alive.  
Anna seemed to be perpetually running from boiling water, from the time she 
was three years old. She was a stubborn and determined child, used to getting what she 
wanted. Dad called her a bull. Mum says she was spoilt.  
One day in the fading afternoon light, Anna decided she was hungry right 
then and there. Mum and Dad were both on the veranda talking to somebody that had 
called in unexpectedly. Before this person had shown up Mum was in the process of 
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making Anna boiled eggs for dinner. Anna, the little bull in her favourite bright red 
tutu decided she would get them herself.  She pulled the oven door down to use as a 
ledge to climb upon. She reached forwards for the pot at the back of the stove. Mum 
will remind anyone when she’s telling the story, “I put the pot at the back of the 
stove, I always put boiling water at the back of the stove”.  
Mum and Dad didn’t notice what was happening until they heard the whole 
oven, fall over.  
Feeling the oven tipping Anna had turned around in fright. She was lucky to 
do that, preserving her face as the boiling water licked at her back. She had to spend 
the next eighteen months in a pressure suit. You can barely notice the scar on her 
lower back now. She always says that she feels lucky she can’t remember it, that she 
was young enough to forget the pain. I can tell when Mum tells the story that she 
hasn’t forgotten. The aftermath of the oven falling, with a burnt, hysterical three-
year-old, that spent the night screaming for another woman. Calling for Annie over 
and over again.  
When Annie arrived for work the next day, her full fury was directed at 
Mum. She asked continuously, “Missus yu stap where?”  
Where were you, was all Annie repeated to Mum, with the implication sitting 
heavily between them that this wouldn’t have happened on Annie’s watch. That 
Mum only had to look after her from 5pm when Annie had gone home.  
I can picture Annie’s face. I can imagine the furrow in her brow, the red veins 
in the whites of her eyes. Annie rarely got angry with Anna and I. Not in the way she 
did with her own children. When her daughter Nary dropped out of school at 
thirteen, Annie was furious. She told Mum, ‘Mi killem em, mi killem em.” Meaning 
she hit her over and over again. It seemed that all Annie wanted was for her kids to 
get a good education. She would even change religions consistently, trying to get 
them into different schools. She would giggle to Mum and Dad when she told them 
she was now Seventh Day Adventist or Presbyterian. Mum would just laugh and say 
that the same thing happens in Australia.  
When Anna was burnt that time, Annie’s anger with Mum was palpable. 
Annie was stubborn and she was intelligent, which used to get her into trouble. She 
would never disagree with my parents overtly until it came to Anna and I. And then 
it was only Mum that received berating and instructions. Mum even remembers it 
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clearly now, saying recently to me, “I remember when Anna got her burn, Annie was 
so cross with me.”  
When I think of this now I feel sorry for my Mum. It was just an accident. Of 
course the two women who loved Anna would confront each other on this. Mum said 
that she was never envious of the relationship that Anna and I had with Annie. When 
I spoke to her recently, she said, “I always thought how lovely it was, that you kids 
had this other person that really cared about you. You had this constant person 
looking after you.”  
Mum used to get instruction and advice not just from Annie, but all of the 
staff at the apartments.  
“Annie was older than me,” Mum said, “so in many ways she could help and 
advise me like a mother would. She had raised children already, so she just knew 
things. I remember when Anna was little she got constipated and all of the staff at the 
apartments, even Mahet, the night watchmen, they were all so angry at me. All of 
them came up to tell me I was giving her too much bread!”  
 These stories are at times both funny and regretful. Like the relationships, I 
can understand it, but I will never be able to define it. To say in one sentence that 
Annie was employed by my parents to mostly babysit and clean, but to also say she 
was like a second mother to Anna and I. That is a confusing and uncomfortable place 
to belong.   
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Chapter Four 
It was now term two and we were still living in Vanuatu. All sense of novelty had 
worn off, filling that space with an impounding boredom. Even though I was 
regularly playing tennis, horse riding, Cook Island dancing and doing mini triathlons, 
I still got bored. It was the kind of boredom that you can only get from living in a 
small and beautiful place. The kind of boredom that left me wandering around the 
apartments chatting aimlessly to guests. Or sitting in the dirt picking at grass or on 
the cement walkway, chin in my hands as I stared absentmindedly at the lagoon. 
Sometimes Annie would see me like that and whack me on the back with a tea towel 
on her way past, an attempt to snap me from my stares. She would usually ask me 
what I was doing, to which I could honestly reply not much. Those were the times I 
learnt to draw turtle art in the sand, how to pick up crabs without getting pinched and 
how to make simburu. The parcels of grated manioc wrapped in cabbages leaves and 
cooked in coconut milk was my favourite Aelan kaikai.  
Sometimes I wouldn’t wait for Annie to find me and would go hunting for 
her instead. The first place to look would be the kitchen where she would often be 
standing in a complete daze at the sink, washing up one of my dirty plates.  
“What are you doing, Annie?” I asked.  
She jumped in fright. 
“Mi work, no more,” she replied.  
It didn’t mean she had stopped work, but that she was simply working, 
nothing else. Perhaps a statement that could be applied to her life.  
I nodded, standing there.  
“Yu, yu makem wannem?” she asked.  
“Not much.” 
“Yu orite?” she asked. 
“Can you show me how to make those Pandanus bracelets again? Like the 
one you made Anna?” 
 She smiled and raised her eyebrows at the same time.  
 “Come,” she said, “bae mi just stap long laundry smol time.” 
 I followed Annie to the laundry. She was carrying a plastic white washing 
basket on her hip, which she plopped onto the table when we walked in. The laundry 
was a square, concrete room near the garage. There was an old white table in the 
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middle that took up a large portion of the space. It was monstrously big and seemed 
unreasonably tall. I used to sit on that table when I had been smaller. Someone’s 
hands that had become rough from doing the laundry countless times, would grab me 
beneath each armpit and place me at the edge of the white table. My legs would kick 
back and forth beneath me, as I watched the house-girls working around me. Sitting 
on the edge but feeling irrationally safe.  
I didn’t know till years later that Dad made that table. He originally built it 
with the intention of using it as Anna’s baby changing table. This did not suit Mum 
who remembers arriving back to Vanuatu with Anna as a baby, to find the table 
taking up the entire nursery. She said it took her a little while to notice it also had a 
skinny long gap in the middle. When she asked Dad about what that part was, she 
was horrified to learn that he had plans to turn the table into a saw bench when they 
were done with it. I don’t know how the table eventually ended up in the laundry, but 
it definitely wasn’t ever used as a change table, or a saw bench.  
It was hypnotic to watch the house-girls methodically fold and iron as the 
conversation washed over me. When the house-girls spoke Bislama in the laundry it 
was quick. Too quick for me to follow.  
If I was in the laundry with Annie and Dora it was impossible to know what 
they were saying. They were both from the same outer island, Tongoa, so they would 
speak island language when they were together, which is nothing like Bislama. 
Apparently Anna was quite good at Tongoan when she was little, causing Mum 
much distress when Annie wasn’t around to translate.  
When I sat in the laundry with all of the house-girls I could only catch a word 
or two of Bislama, as the sentences rose and dropped, broken only by laughter.  It 
was soothing to listen to, it became musical and poetic in its foreignness.  
I was always greeted the same way when I walked into the laundry.  
“Halo Grace, Grace,” called Netty and Dora.  
Dora was leaning over the washing machine, her back bent straight and flat 
from the hips as she piled a never ending stream of white sheets into its mouth. Netty 
stood sentry behind the white table, right in the middle. She was looking out through 
the door towards the garden as she folded towels in a mechanical fashion. She would 
grab a blue towel from the pile on her right with that hand, fold it, then add it to the 
neat pile of folded towels on her left.  Then she would do it again, grabbing another 
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blue towel with her right hand. Not once would she look at what her hands were 
doing.  
They worked methodically, but slowly, they were tasks that had been done 
thousands of times before. The chatting was more important or the sweeping of their 
area. Sometimes during the entirety of my stay in the laundry one of the house-girls 
would sweep at the same spot again and again with the island broom, which was 
made from bunches of fine sticks pulled tightly together at one end before fanning 
outwards.  
Annie explained to the others that she was going to show me how to make 
Pandanus leaf bracelets. Netty and Dora nodded in approval.  
“Come,” Annie said. 
 We walked over towards the small Pandanus tree at the edge of the lagoon. 
Over my accumulated life I have spent hours sitting in that tree, in the nook at the 
base, before it splits perfectly in two. It’s a short tree with big fanning green and 
brown leaves shooting outwards like fireworks. The colour of the trunk is a light 
brown, the colour of a milky cup of tea, the kind my Nana drinks. I could easily 
climb the rough bark that had smoothed down with age, it felt nice on the bottom of 
my feet. It was the long leaves framed with short, pointy spikes that caught on pieces 
of clothes or could tear at a little piece of skin.  
Annie had brought an old woven grass mat from the laundry and laid it under 
the tree. She threw down a rusted pocketknife that bounced with a thud along the 
mat. She reached up, her dress rising to just below her knee, as her hands searched 
for the browner leaves. She pulled down three in quick succession; her fingers 
moving fluidly. She placed the leaves on the mat then sat down cross-legged.  
We sat, both cross-legged on the mat under the afternoon sun as the tide 
continued to go out and the crabs began to click and pop to the surface. Annie was 
silent as she used the knife to skin the leaf of its spiky edges. She did all of that 
herself, throwing them in a pile behind her. Then she used the knife to make even 
strips of the leaf about three centimetres across. 
“Yu luk Grace,” she said. 
Not once did she look up from her task. She began to weave three pieces of 
leaf together in an elaborate plait. The different sections of the leaf folded in and 
around each other, without bending or breaking. A skinny shredded piece of leaf 
alone that could be interlaced with others to make something new and whole.  
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I was concentrating hard on the pattern. Annie wove them together 
purposefully slow so my eyes could follow. The strips of leaf were crossed over and 
over methodically.  Once half was complete in the braided pattern she handed it to 
me and watched as I mimicked her model. She was quick to point out where I had 
made an error.  
 After we completed one together, Annie watched as I made two on my own, 
even using the old pocketknife to cut off the spikey strips.  
Annie laughed as I put the largest around my ankle.  
I put the other on my wrist and with extreme ceremony gave the last one I 
had made, the best, to her.  
“Tank yu tumas Grace Grace,” she said.  
She picked herself up slowly from the ground. I never noticed Annie getting 
older. She had begun dying her hair black as the greys sprouted at her temples. To 
me she was always the same, eternally middle aged. She was ingrained into our 
Vanuatu life and I couldn’t picture it without her. I always thought of the cleaning 
she did as the same each day. Only now I realise how significantly her role actually 
changed that year. She had always been our house-girl, which meant predominantly 
she cleaned and babysat. For a couple of years though, when Dad was back living in 
Vanuatu, Annie became the nambawan assistant nurse. An extra set of hands to help 
out the nurses.  
 
It was at the beginning of the year, when Dad was still living in the apartment, when 
Annie first began to help care for him. The bathroom at the apartments had a hybrid 
shower/bath, which meant it had a big lip, so Dad had to have his morning shower in 
the laundry, sitting on a plastic chair. This exercise required two people and while 
the nurses were still being trained it was a precarious time. Luckily, JR was still 
around for those first three months and each morning, as per Dad’s routine, Mum and 
JR would shower Dad in the laundry. 
Mum had been running around one morning, too busy to get around to it. I 
was in the room when she finally got home. She looked flustered, her red hair 
sticking out, not coping with the humidity.  
“Hey JR. Sorry I got caught up. We can do Muz’s shower now, though.”  
“I’ve already done it,” JR said. 
“What? How?” Mum asked. 
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“Annie helped me,” she said. 
“Annie helped you?” 
“Yeah.”  
“With showering Murray?” asked Mum. 
“Yeah,” said JR, slowly. 
“Annie helped with showering Murray?”  
“Yes.” 
“Oh. Right. Oh… okay,” Mum said. 
“I mean she was about and Muz was getting impatient,” JR said. 
“Okay. Sure,” said Mum, turning to walk away. 
A moment later she spun back around her finger to her lips. “Did Annie seem 
okay with it?” she asked. 
“Yeah, I guess,” JR said. 
Mum made a strange gesture that fell between raising her shoulders and 
nodding her head, then just turned and walked away. She left a pile of groceries on 
the floor outside the unit. She forgot that my requested switi coconut ice cream was 
in there melting.  
Mum headed to the laundry where Annie was. I followed behind her. I think 
that because I was so short people forgot when I was in tow, silently absorbing 
everything that was being said.   
“Hello. Annie you in here?” Mum called, popping her head around the door. 
“Halo Missus,” Annie said. 
“Annie. JR told me you helped shower Murray?” Mum asked, slowly, as if 
she still hadn’t processed the words she was saying aloud. 
“Yes, missus,” Annie said. 
No matter how many times Mum asked Annie to call her Maryann, she would 
always call her Missus.  
“Are you alright with this?” Mum asked. 
“Yes, missus. i olraet,” Annie said. 
“Okay. Well tank yu tumas, Annie. That was a… big fela help,” Mum said. 
It was as though overnight Annie took on this new role of nurse’s aid. I 
wonder now how strange it may have been for both Dad and Annie, how much the 
dynamic changed. There’s always an intimacy between nurse and patient and there’s 
always an intimacy between an employer and house-girl. Yet, in one instant the 
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nature of Dad and Annie’s relationship that had spanned over decades, was changed. 
Carer and patient is an entirely different dynamic. I never thought about how 
confronting it would have been for Annie. Confronting just to witness Dad’s 
sickness, let alone to physically care for him. To wash him, brush his hair, clip his 
nails, scratch his hand, help him go to the toilet. Some people, as a patient, would 
certainly find this humiliating. Fortunately, Dad had no sense of vanity, otherwise I 
don’t think he could have lived as long as he did. 
It was a complicated situation made even more so by all of our shared history. 
There was so much, during that time, that seemed natural – or at least had become 
normalised. It had become normal to communicate with someone via blinking, to 
have Annie in our lives floating in and out to be used where she was most needed. In 
some ways Annie seemed like the perfect fit to take on this new ‘carer’ role. To me 
she was inherently caring. Who better to help look after Dad than the woman who 
had helped raise Anna and I from the time we were babies. Now Dad, thanks to the 
nature of his disability, had reverted to needing similar care. As Anna and I were 
getting older we didn’t need Annie in the same way, and it seemed like Dad did.   
It was Annie who had the greatest precision to pick the scabies off Dad’s 
hands. So many times that year Dad got scabies. I cannot imagine a crueller 
punishment. The microscopic lice of the body would send Dad into a teeth grinding 
rage. He couldn’t scratch, couldn’t even move. Annie would put Dad’s big glasses on 
and patiently sit with her legs crossed, Dad’s hand on her lap as she picked the 
scabies off with tweezers and a pin. 
It was Annie who took such pride in making sure the house and our 
apartment were clean. If she was ever mopping the room Dad was in and he began to 
cough she was straight over to the nurse, saying, “Quick quick quick, come”.  
It must have been confronting for Annie at times, but as far as I know that 
never affected her willingness to help care for Dad. Annie had always been a ‘carer’, 
for want of a better word. Throughout her life she was collecting people to look after. 
She had adopted her first baby when she was sixteen. A child, loosely related, that 
was left without parents. Then there were her biological children, the twins. They 
were all grown up now. Then there was Joe and Nary who were similar to my own 
age. Annie and her husband had adopted them both, one from each of their islands – 
Tanna and Tongoa. There was also a year or two when Annie looked after her 
grandson Joey, when his parents were working on an outer island. After all of those 
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children to care for, at a point in her early fifties, Annie ended up with the beautifully 
big-eyed Janette, who had been orphaned as a baby. According to Annie the other 
relation that had taken over looking after the baby was not doing a good enough job, 
so Annie adopted her. Adopted another small baby when she had grandchildren the 
same age.  
Then, of course, there was Anna and I.  
And now, in a way, there was Dad. Another person to weave into Annie’s 
collected people.  
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Chapter Five 
When Lewani suggested that Donald, her son, come and meet Dad, no one was 
surprised. Lewani whispered to Mum that she thought he could help him, 
accompanying her with a pat on the arm. Mum just shrugged and agreed. She wasn’t 
sure if Lewani meant Dad could help Donald or Donald could help Dad. No one 
thought much of the request, because we got to meet most of the nurses’ families that 
year. There was a closeness that’s difficult to describe. Roslyn even had a baby 
Maryann at the end of 2005 named after Mum. If it had been a boy she said she was 
going to call it Muzzy.  
I felt most understood by some of the nurses that came in and out of our lives, 
the ones that made an effort to care for our whole family. I used to hate thinking how 
Dad had to get sick for us to meet some of the people that became so important to us. 
What I never thought about at the time, was the nurse’s relationships with each other. 
Considering Dad had to have 24-hour care, seven days a week, we went through a lot 
of carers. As it is in any workplace, anywhere in the world, in any industry, power 
shifts occur. In Vanuatu there was a particularly interesting power balance that existed 
amongst the nurses. There were a few things about Lewani, which I realise now, put 
her in a superior position, or at least gave her an air of authority. For one, she was a 
registered nurse and had worked as a midwife at the hospital. Not everyone who cared 
for Dad was actually a nurse, in fact most weren’t. Secondly, she was older than most 
of the other nurses, most likely in her mid fifties when she began looking after Dad. 
But her greatest authority lay in the fact that she was man ples. Lewani was from 
Erakor village, which was on the main island of Efate.  Most of the other nurses and 
staff from the apartments were from outer islands. They had been drawn to Port Vila, 
like so many others, in search of work.  
The people who aren’t from the main island of Efate have no traditional claims 
to that land. Their land is back on their islands, which makes them man Tanna, or man 
Ambrym. It’s not uncommon to ask someone in Vanuatu, who is ni-Vanuatu, “where 
are you from?”, which specifically means which island or village are you from. Each 
of the outer islands are different, unique for different reasons. And the people from 
those islands have known characteristics – Ambrym whose beaches are black from the 
ash of volcanoes is a black magic island, Tannese people are considered to be strong 
headed and the people from Ambae intelligent.  
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People who are from the outer islands that come to Efate, end up living usually 
within their own island groups in villages that look like the typical shanty towns of 
developing countries. Villages full of houses made from corrugated iron, muddy roads 
that aren’t suitable for cars and skinny, flea-ridden dogs, with matted fur. Now there 
are generations of people, who while aren’t traditionally from Efate have never visited 
their home Island, have never experienced traditional village life. Generations of 
children and adults who only know the arduous life of these peri-urban communities 
on the outskirts of Port Vila. If they don’t buy any land on Efate, they also know they 
could be pushed off the land they’ve settled on at any moment.    
Beyond being man ples, Lewani was man Erakor, which meant she belonged 
to one of the more affluent villages that was on the peninsula across the lagoon from 
the apartments. Lewani was always eager for us to meet her family, to visit her village. 
I loved going with her to Erakor village; I got to meet her family and go fishing and 
swimming. She used to point out where her house was all the way across the lagoon. I 
went there once. I had been surprised it was a built house that had electricity, with a 
bathroom and toilet inside.  
Erakor village looked far away, across the stretch of dark lagoon, only a few 
pinpricks of light or the distant glow of a fire. Yet, on special occasions that produced 
a significant amount of noise, we felt as though we were in Erakor village, the sound 
travelling so clearly across the lagoon.  
During the week leading up to Donald’s visit, Mum began to get suspicious. 
Each night for nearly a week we had heard the sounds of celebrations, with a certain 
Christian zeal. There was music and shouts of communal voices on the wind praising 
Jesus. Missionaries were visiting from America. They were riding a high of 
evangelical Jesus worship and devil loathing and they wanted to save my Dad.    
The attempted exorcism of Dad’s illness took place at the lollipop house. The 
day of the exorcism was a school day, and I’d spent the afternoon horse riding. When 
I got home, Anna was sprawled on the couch reading one of Mum’s book club books, 
We Need to Talk About Kevin.  
 “How was riding?” she asked.  
 “Good. I nearly fell off on one of the jumps.” 
 “Nice.”  
“By the way,” she said, “Lewani and her son are visiting Dad. Mum thinks they 
might start performing a prayer on Dad or something.”  
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 She didn’t look away from her book.  
 “A what?” 
 “I don’t know. I was over there before, trying to watch TV. Then they arrived 
and I think they’re going to do some weirdo religious, black magic ceremony to try 
and cure Dad.” 
 “To cure him?”  
 “Not actually cure him.”  
“How do you know?” 
“Don’t be stupid Grace. That doesn’t work.”  
“Well can we watch?”  
 “Yeah, suppose.”  
 “Anna! Let’s go. Come on.”  
 “You can go. I’m reading.” 
 “Fine.”   
 I kicked my riding boots off onto the tiles in the living room, “what kind of 
black magic will they use? Leaf and stuff?” I asked.  
 “Do I look like I know?” 
  “It could work though, you know. I’ve heard some crazy stories about black 
magic. Like it can really work sometimes,” I said. 
 “It’s not going to work. Okay,” she said.   
“Well I want to see for myself,” I said.  
I walked the track to the house with bare feet, the grass cushioning every step. 
As I approached the back door I could hear voices coming from inside the kitchen. I 
could see Annie and Roslyn standing to the side as Lewani, standing in a Mother 
Hubbard dress of swirling yellow and green patterns, was standing proudly by her son. 
Annie saw me in the doorway and pulled a face; widening her eyes and pulling her lips 
together in a serious expression. She subtly flicked her hand. The quick movement said 
so much – come here, come here quickly and quietly. I walked in and stood just in 
front of Annie as she rested her hands on my shoulders. 
I couldn’t tell exactly how old Donald was, he looked to be in his late thirties, 
with little splashes of grey hair around his ears. He was dressed very smartly; he wore 
black suit pants with a white button up shirt. You could see the silver cross necklace 
resting in the opening of his shirt, rising and falling with the movement of his breath. 
He shook hands with everyone very solemnly, nodding his head simultaneously out of 
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respect. When he shook my hand he bent down and he clasped our handshake with his 
other hand in an affectionately reverential manner.  
 “Donald, would you like to meet Murray now?” Mum asked.  
“Yes, please,” he replied. 
“I’m afraid he’s not on the computer, so he won’t be able to talk to you. He’s 
just in bed.”  
“That will be okay.” 
Everyone entered Dad’s room.  
“Halo Mr Murray. Naem blo mi Donald, mi nambawan son blo Lewani,” 
Donald said. 
Donald touched Dad’s hand that stuck out over the blanket. It looked oversized, 
like a balloon sewn to the end of a skinny and lifeless arm.  
Dad raised his eyebrows and smiled. I could tell when he smiled because the 
corners of his eyes would crinkle.  
“Lewani hemi telem mi evri samting long ol machine yu gat.”  
Donald spoke like that for some time, telling Dad in Bislama that he had heard 
about all of the machines he had to use to live. Lewani had told him all about the 
computer machine that uses the hat. Donald was disappointed he couldn’t see it in 
action.  
Dad was lying down in the bed, with Mum standing beside him. Donald was 
standing on the other side of the bed so we couldn’t really see Dad’s face. Donald had 
his hand on Dad’s arms as he looked continuously upwards to the heavens and down 
to Dad’s face as he spoke and prayed. Everyone was quiet, except for Donald. Lewani 
was standing at the end of the bed, her hands resting on Dad’s feet. Her eyes were 
closed and her head was bobbing up and down in agreement. 
Donald’s steady voice was carrying his prayers to Jesus slowly and loudly. He 
was building up the atmosphere of the room. 
  “Oh, holy father! Hemi wan gudfala man. Wan gud man. Wan strong man.”  
 Everyone agreed: yes, lying in this bed was a good and strong man.  
“Jesus yu must takem out all sik blo hem. Takem out all sickness long wan 
gudfala man ia.” 
Donald’s voice was strong and solid. His voice dropped and rose in tune with 
the prayers as he commanded Jesus to take the sickness from this good man. I felt that 
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I was the one getting something taken from me. With Donald’s booming voice, the air 
was pulled from my chest in anticipation.   
I felt anchored by Annie’s hands resting on my shoulders. The hairs on my 
arms stood on edge as I listened to the words flowing from Donald’s mouth.  
“Devil hemi makem ol something. Jesus hemi wan strong man,” Donald said.  
Donald looked up towards the ceiling as he spoke of the Devil’s part in this. 
It’s not because of the devil, I wanted to say, it’s just the silly neurons. They’re the 
ones not doing their job. I looked at Dad, who did not look entirely disinterested. He 
was listening, watching Donald’s arms. I knew Dad’s stance on religion. In his mind 
he was too logical for any of that. But this wasn’t exactly religion, but a strange hybrid 
product of culture and missionary influence. What Dad believed in the most was 
science. In that realm he had already tried everything. He had eaten sea cucumbers, 
had gotten Botox injections to reduce saliva, was a part of a drug trial in Sydney, had 
even taken some drug for breast cancer because apparently it had slowed down 
someone’s MND, a woman who had been cursed with that and cancer. There was 
nothing he wouldn’t try.  
There was also his shrine, as I liked to call it. There was holy water, Buddha 
statues, magic rocks, Tibetan prayer wheels, and countless other objects that had been 
given to him by friends and family. All they could think to do.  
As Donald looked up towards the ceiling I noticed Mum pat Dad on the hand 
and pull a face at him before making her escape out the door. She was probably going 
to make a phone call. Dad would have hated that, having to lie there while she freely 
wandered off. I also glared at her as she left. Don’t leave, I wanted to yell. Don’t leave 
us.  
Donald acted like he hadn’t noticed as he drew his attention back to Dad. “Yu  
are wan sick man and Jesus hemi karem out all sick blong yu.” 
I could hear Annie and Roslyn murmuring behind me in agreement. I don’t 
know if it was out of respect, fear or belief, but it seemed like they all wanted it 
desperately to work.  
 “Yu must believe. Believe in Jesus!”  
 Donald was peering down at Dad, beads of sweat dripping down his face. 
Dad’s face was hidden from my view behind Donald’s broad, heaving back.   
“Jesus hemi karem out all sickness. Sipos yu believe, yu no nidem wan chair 
hia,” said Donald.  
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Donald flicked his hand towards Dad’s wheelchair that sat in the corner, as if 
it was to blame.  
“Yu save get up. Yu save walkabout. Jesus hemi karem out wan sickness and 
yu no save nidem wan bed olsaem.”  
It seemed so simple, if Dad just believed he wouldn’t need a hospital bed or a 
wheelchair, he would be better. I turned my head looking down the corridor for Mum. 
I wanted to yell out to her to come back in. Something would go wrong without her. 
My breath was shallow and high in my chest, like the beginnings of an asthma attack. 
I couldn’t say for Donald to stop, but I was beginning to want to. I didn’t like this 
anymore. It wasn’t funny, it was scary.   
 “Yu will not need wan tube hia. Yu save kai kai olsem,” said Donald, pointing 
at the feeding peg in Dad’s stomach that sat crusted and smelly, an eye into the 
stomach.  
“Yu will not need this… wan something hia,” Donald said, pointing to the bi-
pap machine that sat on Dad’s face to help him breathe. 
I could tell Donald didn’t know what to call it.  
“Wan machine long pullem wind blo hem,” Lewani tells him.  
“Yu will be able to pullem wind blo yu. Jesus hemi makem yu.” 
The prayers were building up to some truth, some proof.   
I looked back down the corridor and could see Mum on the phone. I looked at 
her eyes wide and signalled with my hand for her to come back. My mouth was strained 
as I bared my teeth, desperately trying to convey that she had to come back. I could 
see her mouthing my name on the phone, probably telling whoever she was talking to, 
“Sorry. Grace is giving me a strange look. We’ve got some of the nurse’s family here, 
blah blah blah blah. You should see the look she’s giving me.” Before she finally hung 
up and walked back down the corridor into the room, mouthing at me “I’m coming, 
relax.”   
She was no longer standing in easy reach of Dad, but upon hearing the direction 
of the prayers she quickly rushed over to his side, her hands fluttering around 
anxiously. I leant to the side so I could see around Donald’s broad back and glimpse 
Dad’s face. He was staring intently at Mum. I can imagine it was the same expression 
that was on his face when he was being carried down the airplane stairs face first.  
“Mi karem out wan something long face blong yu mo yu pullem wind,” said 
Donald. 
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Donald had his hand on Dad’s mask. We all knew what his intentions were, he 
said it so simply. If Donald took the bi-pap machine off Dad’s face, he would be able 
to breathe on his own.  
Mum put her hand firmly on Dad’s mask, “Donald that’s lovely, but I think we 
should keep that on.” 
 “Jesus hemi makem hem pullem wind,” Donald repeated. 
 “Donald thank you so much for your beautiful prayers. That was so generous 
and lovely. We are going to keep the mask on, though.”   
I was raised on my tip toes, heart fluttering, a ball of nervous energy. I felt 
pulled in different directions like a rubber band stretched to capacity, ready to snap. 
The religion felt wrong, sounded clumsy to my agnostic ears. The urgency with which 
I wanted to be respectful to Lewani and Donald, but not to the extent that Dad would 
be placed in literal danger. There was even a part of me that was disappointed Mum 
had placed her hand over the mask.  
The heightened sense of awkward unease, the desperation of so many people 
in one room, had all been too much. My instinct, as usual was to escape. Already on 
my toes it was easy to slip out of the room. Annie was the only one who noticed me 
leaving, the bundle of tension gone from under her hands. My feet padded softly along 
the freshly mopped tiles, leaving prints of childhood happiness. There was a slight 
slope on the track back towards the apartments. I started running and didn’t stop till I 
reached the Pandanus tree overlooking the lagoon. There I could grip at its bumpy bark 
and feel the salty breeze on my face. I was breathing deeply, my chest moving visibly 
after running. I gulped at the air just to feel how far I could fill my lungs, my 
functioning lungs.  
 It was in those moments where the precariousness of Dad’s health became so 
evident. We had all so determinately made life normal, sometimes I think I forgot just 
how sick he was. How fragile. Every infection, every power out, every 
miscommunication between nurses, could have resulted in his death. It certainly 
created a funny environment at times. And Mum was untiring in making an anecdote 
out of each almost death. There was the time Roslyn nearly gave Dad a cup of rum 
down his peg, instead of a cap. The time Dad tripped over and needed stitches, but the 
doctor spent more time looking down my Auntie’s shirt than at Dad’s face. The time 
our family friend who is a physio came to give Dad a neck massage and no one realised 
he actually couldn’t breath. And now we had the time of the attempted exorcism.  
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I can see why my parents did that. Mum used to say if I don’t laugh I’m going 
to spend the rest of my life crying. It is much more difficult to confront the discomfort. 
To see my Dad lying there with no control of his body and to list the failures of it one 
by one. I had worked so hard not to acknowledge Dad’s illness, or his inevitable death 
and the attempted exorcism brought it to the surface. That moment foreshadowed to 
me what it would feel like to be standing alone beside his dead body. To see that he 
was not bleeding or broken, having died from respiratory failure, but to still be 
reminded of a battle. One that had left its marks all over him.     
The night before he died, Dad and I watched a movie together. I was in grade 
eleven then, it was Tuesday night, a school night. That was the last time I saw him 
alive. I didn’t go and say good morning before school the next day because I had been 
running late. When I got home from school he was already dead. But I got to kiss his 
cheek goodbye, for once without a machine. For once everything was still, everything 
was quiet and I pictured for a moment his crinkly eyed smile as the bi-pap machine 
was finally gone from his face.  
As a twelve-year-old I was somewhat prepared for that inevitability, yet at 
other times I was entirely oblivious as I had worked so hard to be. When I walked back 
into the apartment Anna was still lying on the couch where I had left her.  
“How was it?” she asked. 
“Bit weird. Lots of religion,” I said.  
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Chapter Six 
I was twenty years old when Annie died. I was home alone in the early morning after 
I’d had a party the night before. I woke up to the phone ringing. I could barely open 
my crusted, hung-over eyes. I make a habit never to answer the home phone, waiting 
for my Mum’s voice to come over the answering service. I could tell it was too early 
though from the light shining in at a low angle through my blinds. No one rings at 
7am on a Sunday with good news. I pulled myself out of bed and ran to reach the 
phone in time.  
 “Hello, Grace speaking,” I said, in a croaky voice. 
 “Hi Grace. It’s Chris, the manager here in Vila. Is mum around?” he asked. 
 I hadn’t met Chris before, I’d not had much opportunity to get to Vila 
recently. I was too busy traveling to other parts of the world. I’d only just gotten 
home from a year living in France. I hadn’t been to Vanuatu for the longest period of 
time in my life. It had been nearly two years. I hadn’t seen Annie for two years.  
 “Mum’s on Stradbroke Island. I can give you her mobile, but she doesn’t 
have much reception.” 
 “Oh, right. Right. Well… it’s just. I have some bad news.” 
“Oh?” 
“Annie has passed away. She died last night.” 
 “Annie?” 
 “Yes. Annie Tom.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “I’m sorry Grace.” 
 “Yeah, thanks. Okay. Thanks for letting us know. I’ll let mum know.” 
 “Alright. Bye, then.” 
 “Bye.” 
I had picked up the phone in Mum’s room. I put the phone back on its hook 
and lay face down on the bed with my head pressed hard against the pillow, with bits 
of it in my mouth. I lay like that for too long. I thought about how I would never see 
Annie again. Every time I went back to Vila she wouldn’t be there waiting to greet us. 
She would never be able to sing out my name twice in a row and whack me on the 
back with a tea towel. She wasn’t even that old. She still dyed her hair black. She still 
had little kids to look after.  
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I couldn’t shake an image from my mind. That of Annie sitting in the unit 
with me, her long skinny legs folded under her, with a cup of tea and biscuit in front 
of her. She held her hand out as a plate when she ate a biscuit, catching every crumb 
she would otherwise have to clean later. I thought of how she was always cleaning 
up after me. She would sweep around me as I lay sprawled on the couch watching 
TV. I would barely move as she picked up the glasses and plates that lay scattered on 
the table. I would laugh at her when she would stop sweeping and perch on the couch 
beside me, engrossed in whatever I was watching. I would then give a synopsis in my 
very bad Bislama. She would just laugh, pick up the dirty plates around me before 
continuing her cleaning.  
 I blindly sat up to get my own phone. I called mum who didn’t answer. I sent 
her a text message: Can you call me ASAP.# 
 “Thanks for letting us know” echoed in my head.  
 I wandered around the empty house that had been filled with people not too 
long ago. I was on auto-play, getting ready for the day. That is until I found myself 
staring absently at my reflection, a pink plastic toothbrush hanging out of my mouth.   
 Then people began to arrive, my friends, my cousin, my sister all wanting to 
go out for breakfast. As soon as I saw Anna I choked on what I had to tell her. I 
couldn’t be the one to tell her that news.   
 So I went to breakfast, choking down the tears, pushing my food around my 
plate, checking my phone constantly. I was twenty years old but I still needed to talk 
to my Mum. She was the only person I felt I could talk to. Everyone at the breakfast 
table was glancing at me, confused why I was upset.  
 “Are you okay? Did something happen last night?” Anna asked me, leaning 
in close so we could have a private conversation. 
 “No, nothing happened. I’m fine,” I replied, checking my phone again.  
 We had a big table in the café in Paddington. We were still waiting for some 
other friends of mine to arrive. The morning was dragging on like a hangover. I saw 
the last of the group walking through my door as my phone finally rang. I grabbed it 
and ran out, passing them on my way through the door. 
 “I’ve got to take this, I’ll be back in a sec,” I said as I kept moving past them. 
 “Are you okay?” asked one of them, 
 I didn’t reply as I was already pressing the accept button on my phone.  
 “Hi Gracie,” Mum said. 
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 “Hi,” I said, my voice already catching. 
“What’s wrong? Gracie, is everything okay?” 
 “No,” I cried.   
 “Was the party not good?” she asked. 
 “No.” 
 How familiar it was. I was a twelve-year-old again crying about my dead 
chicken. The chick I had rescued from school that followed me around, that followed 
Annie around when I was at school. Someone told me once years later that Annie 
had only loved that chicken because it was mine.  
 “Annie’s dead, Mum.” 
 “What? Annie?” she asked. 
 “Yes. Chris called this morning.” 
 “Oh god. Oh no. Last time I was there she wanted me to come and see the 
twins, but I was too busy. I didn’t go…” Mum trailed off. 
 The twins were Annie’s new grandchildren. The newest addition to her 
growing family.  
 “Mum I haven’t told Anna,” I said. 
 “Is she there?” 
 “Yeah. She’s at breakfast, too. I just. I just couldn’t tell her when I saw her. 
She’s going to be so upset, Mum.”  
“I know. You don’t have to do that, okay. I’ll be home later today. I’ll tell 
her. She’ll be so upset.”  
I felt relieved once Anna knew. I was also relieved to be able to tell my 
friends, to explain myself in a way. To justify my unusual breakfast behaviour. But, 
unsurprisingly no one got it. None of them had lived somewhere like Vanuatu. They 
didn’t really know what a house-girl was.  
All I wanted was someone to sing a ‘sorry’ to me, one that meant something.  
 
Now as I go through the process of writing and of talking with people, I am surprised 
at the rawness of my emotions. Of my childlike feelings to everything. What I am 
most shocked by is the slipperiness of my memory – it’s allusiveness, it’s trickery 
and torment. I have remembered, I have misremembered and I have forgotten. I have 
distorted my memory, shrouding the people lost to me into more than they were. 
Reading over my work I am now worried that I’ve only written about Annie as an 
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angelic, nurturing, caring person, without much substance beyond that. That is how I 
thought of her as a child – as my angel that smelt of coconut oil, whose hair I would 
spend hours touching, enjoying its springy texture. Having read about the stereotypes 
of ni-Vanuatu people in text I know I should not be describing hair as frizzy, so I 
avoided it all together. But I adored Annie’s hair. I would spend so much time 
standing behind her as she sat cross legged just so I could put my hands through her 
hair, enjoying its unfamiliarity. I would bounce them along the top, grab small 
fistfuls. I would try and plait it or tie her hair into little buns.  
Having read about the representations of domestic workers in text I 
understand that they are too often depicted solely as the nurturing maternal figure. 
This was such a conflicting realisation for me because that is who Annie was to me. 
She was the woman responsible for making my bed so crisply, that each night I could 
cocoon myself into it without unmaking either side, and she would ensure all my 
dirty things would eventually end up as a towering pile of still warm clothes where 
even my undies had been ironed. It became such common, taken for granted, 
occurrence. That is until we would go back to Australia where Mum would tell us to 
make our beds, pick our towels up off the floor and put our plates in the dish washer. 
“There’s no magic invisible fairy to clean up after you,” she’d say. I think it’s a 
common thing for mothers to say, the implication that they are the magic fairy. Yet 
for us it was as though that sentence was cut short and left hanging in space was that 
there was no Annie here to clean up after us.  
While I got to spend time with Annie, I realise that I never truly knew what 
her life was like when she went home. I never went home with her. I don’t think I 
ever even visited her house.  
Anna remembers going to her house when she was young. She told me about 
the experience recently when I interviewed her for my writing.    
“Did you ever visit Annie’s house?” I asked. 
“Yes, I did.” 
“Really? I don’t remember ever going. Maybe I went a couple of times when 
Dad dropped her home, but all I remember is a big hill, that had a really bad muddy 
road. I have this picture of Annie turning and waving to me as she walked slowly up 
this big hill” I said.  
“Yes that was one of her houses when we were young,” Anna said. 
“Did you ever go inside?” I asked. 
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“Yes. Once. I think I was about seven. I remember that it was very… basic. I 
remember going inside. I think Dad was with me, but he was in the car. It’s almost a 
dreamlike memory. I remember Annie showing me a bottle of perfume that she had. 
And there was a picture of us. There was a straw mat on the ground. I remember that 
it felt like it was really tiny.”  
I don’t know why the fact that Annie had a photo of us was such a shock to 
me. We had so many photos of Annie in our possession, and both Anna and I had at 
least one framed photo of her in our rooms. Maybe it has something to do with the 
imbalance of it. We had so much that we could be careless. Annie had so little, she had 
so many children to love and care for, yet she still had room for us, when all we could 
have been were her employer’s children.  
 
There is a word in Welsh that I came across as I was trying to finish writing all of this 
down. It was in a book that belonged to my sister. I was staying at her apartment in 
Potts Point in Sydney. Each day I would sit at a desk looking out of the square shaped 
window to the bustling Macleay Street below and write, or at least, remember. More 
often than not I would stare at my computer screen. 
My sister placed the book on my bed before she left for work. Such an 
insignificant gesture that would come to mean so much. The book was called Lost in 
Translation. It was a small coffee table book with a drawn illustration of an igloo and 
stars on the front cover. It charted words that were untranslatable. There was one word 
that made me stop flicking carelessly through, made me put my coffee down on the 
table beside me. The word was ‘hiraeth’. It’s a Welsh noun, described as “a 
homesickness for somewhere you cannot return to, the nostalgia and the grief for the 
lost places of your past, places that never were”. When Annie died it felt like the 
Vanuatu of my childhood did as well.  
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Chapter Seven 
It was a warm day in October, 2015, when I caught up with Jenn at a coffee shop in 
Brisbane. Jenn had been one of Dad’s nurses in Vanuatu. She was an Australian girl 
from the Sunshine coast. She had been my age now, twenty-three, when she moved 
to Vanuatu. She was that old when she began looking after Dad in 2005.  
When I was twelve years old, I looked up to Jenn. She was a vegetarian, with 
long blonde hair, perfect Bislama and frangipani tattoo on the back of her neck. 
As I began interlacing my memories, it was helpful to talk to the people who 
had been there. To get perspective and entwine their own reflections into mine, 
making something whole and connected. The two most important were gone. Or was 
it that those gone were the most important. Jenn sat somewhere in the middle of both 
Dad and Annie. She had looked after Dad and she had been great friends with Annie.  
It wasn’t as though this October meet up with Jenn was a reunion. My family 
had maintained a friendship with Jenn. Yet, the formality of the occasion felt 
awkward. It was strange to ask if I could record the conversation, to sit with my cup 
of coffee cooling on the table as I looked at the questions on the paper in front of me. 
I knew it would be confronting, that my discomfort would be visible, like veins just 
under the surface. I wanted to remember things, but did I want to know everything?  
“When did you first go to Vanuatu?” I began. 
As I had thought about the structure of the interview, I knew I wanted to 
make us both feel as comfortable as possible. I wanted breathing and eye contact to 
be steady. This is a bit funny, our awkward smiles said to each other. 
“Did you ever consider Vanuatu to be your home?” I asked. 
 “Definitely,” she said, “when I lived there it was my home. But there was 
always a separation. Even though I felt in some ways I belonged. Ni-Vanuatu people 
would always look at my feet and they would say ‘hey island feet’, because I had 
blisters and coral cuts. But, they would always still call me ‘missus’. Even my 
friends. Even when I asked them not to.”  
 Jenn had told me something before, when I was younger and living in 
Vanuatu. Something that I didn’t really understand. She had said, “living here I’ve 
learnt my colour.”  
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I can’t remember how I reacted to that at twelve. I can imagine I just giggled 
and went to play with my chicken. I had forgotten that she had said that to me until 
the interview. 
 “Vanuatu is where I learnt my colour,” she said, so matter of fact. 
 It seemed like a strange statement to me, because I had never been exposed to 
Vanuatu with solely adult eyes. This understanding of differences, of racial privilege, 
which must have been so clearly exposed to Jenn as an adult, had crept up on me 
unawares until one day I went back and I realised I felt uncomfortable.  
We talked more about Vanuatu as a place. We dwelled on the nuances of 
expatriate society and the characters it attracts and the way it changes people. I had 
to gulp at the air before asking her about what it was like to work for our family. To 
care for Dad and to be such an intimate part of our lives. In the past we had spoken 
of that time in Vanuatu, and when it occurred naturally it was refreshing to indulge in 
the nostalgia. But this was something else. By being formalised, by portraying 
myself as an interviewer, I was confronted with honesty.  
 “I always said to Muz I’ll always do as best by you as I can. The nature of 
work like that is challenging when there’s this other thing in the room. That his life 
will come to an end because of this disease. A challenging aspect of the job is that it 
makes you think of your own mortality as well.”  
 If it had made Jenn think about her own mortality what had it been doing to 
me for years, I wondered. From an age when an hour seems like an eternity I had 
begun to worry about everyone’s impending deaths. Not just Dad. Even now I’ll 
catch myself staring at people who are asleep. My eyes drilling into them until I can 
noticeably see their chest moving. Then I’ll glance away, convincing myself that I 
hadn’t done that.  
 “Were there some things about Dad that frustrated you?” I asked. 
 “I think one of the difficult things was – because there’s a level of intimacy in 
that role and I had the wonderful experience of really seeing your family from inside. 
Like when you would come in from school and just jump up onto the bed with him. 
I’d think shit you’re going to crush him. But you should have seen Muz’s face. You 
could just tell how happy he was. But, you know, at other times. I don’t know how 
you feel me saying this, but I know he’d be really frustrated with his lot and 
sometimes would feel really angry at the world. I felt that Muz, with all respect, just 
wanted to avoid having to deal with the impacts of his disease.” 
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“Wanted to avoid thinking about it, you mean?” I asked. 
“Yeah. So I would be aware, you know, if there were important things your 
parents needed to discuss. Your mum would say, Muz, we’ve got to talk about the 
girls’ tomorrow when you’re on the computer. Say your Mum was due in at two. 
Your dad would have a lazy morning, sitting outside and we’d watch the ocean. Then 
one o’clock would come and he’d go inside to go to bed instead of the computer and 
I’d say to him, ‘Murray Kirk – and I’d say – I’m about to speak out of turn – but 
don’t you bloody dare. She’s got lots to say to you.’ If I pushed it too hard he would 
just start to go blink blink blink blink blink blink blink, which is pretty much shut up. 
Then he would start to spell ‘x’ – which was Xanax.”  
 I had to take a sip of my coffee, just so I could gulp without her noticing. I 
knew all of this, but I didn’t. Sometimes on my way walking over to the house Mum 
would just collect me on her way, turning me around. Or she would stand at the door 
to the house, blocking my entry.  
 “Dad’s having a bad day,” she’d say. “Why don’t you go play in the lagoon? 
Go see what Annie’s doing?” 
 I was happy to escape it, to sit with my family of sea cucumbers that were 
much more stable. Or I would follow Annie around. She always had time to play a 
trick on me just so I would laugh.  
  When we began to talk about Annie, Jenn began to cry.  
 “One of the things I loved about Annie, was just how much she loved you 
guys,” she said. “She’d talk about your Dad all the time, about when he was well. So 
when I think there was that change of roles. Having to help with the showers, that 
would have been quite confronting for her. So yes I think the nature of his disability 
was scary and confronting for her.”  
Jenn said something that stuck with me that day. Maybe she could see the 
distress in me. That I was dwelling in uncertainty when it came to processing this 
relationship that was one of love but also employment.  
She said, “I think it is ultimately a difficult relationship, because it is a 
transactional one but it’s highly emotive.” 
 The word transactional played on loop in my head, not sitting well in my ears 
or my mouth. The word had so many implications of role and status. It made me 
think of the type of work Annie had spent her whole life doing. The work of women. 
But the kind of work of women that I would never have to do if I so chose.  
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It all of a sudden seemed wrong to describe Annie as a second mother, when I 
realised that I would go years without speaking to her. For me she only existed in 
Vanuatu, and once I was in Australia that was it, all she would become is a framed 
photo on my desk.  
Once at home, I left my recording of the interview with Jenn to confront 
another day, as had become my coping mechanism, leaving things to sit and wait. It 
was later that week, in another attempt at procrastination, when I ventured to the 
family office downstairs. From as early as the eighties, when my parents had both 
moved there, we had been collecting things from Vanuatu. They often began as 
celebrated ornaments to dot throughout the house, and eventually ended up lying 
forgotten and gathering dust and spider webs in the nooks of the office. Sometimes 
you couldn’t see them, thanks to a stack of manila folders, or an old printer in the 
way. There were feather head dresses from Tanna, woven fans and mats, pieces of 
coral, wooden carvings of animals and pig’s tusks. Amongst it all, pushed to one side 
was a glass jar filled with shells from Vanuatu, with two Pandanus bracelets around 
the lid. This I immediately recognised as mine. They were the shells I had collected 
and smuggled back over many flights to Australia, remnants of Erakor lagoon siting 
in the bottom of my suitcase. I remember slowly nestling the different shaped shells 
against each other like a game of Tetris, such that I could only just close the lid. 
What I don’t remember is when I had slung two woven Pandanus bracelets around 
the lid. They were the Pandanus bracelets Annie and I had made together, which now 
looked worn and frayed. Almost like they are unravelling now that I am beginning to 
piece everything together. I was shocked to find all of these little pieces sitting there 
on the shelf, forgotten. Like my childhood. Just waiting for me to notice.  
I picked up one of the bracelets. Looking over the intricate pattern formed by 
different strips of leaf, reminds me of this writing process, that is, weaving my own 
memory with others. My myopic memories of childhood gained substance by 
plaiting them together with the stories others have told me. Without that input, it is 
isolated, but more frightening is its fragility. It is a reminder that memory is 
unreliable, that you’ll never have all of the pieces. Looking back, I’m sure that I’ve 
made something more beautiful than it was, something that will never be whole. 
There are two bracelets, two gaps, two griefs I have contended with.  
Writing this has been my own act of crafting, piecing something together that 
was lost. And crafting is a domestic duty, the work of women, reminding me of all of 
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the work the women in my life dedicated to raising me. As time passes, the older and 
more worn the bracelets will continue to look. A little piece of Vanuatu, and myself 
from that time, that will continue to fade. A reminder of the lost place of my past. A 
place that never really was.   
 
